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Summary: 
                The more lives you’ve lived, the more mana you have, and Cale has lived too many lives to count.

At this point, his core is closer to the magical equivalent of a nuclear reactor. The downside to this is that conventional spells have become impossibly difficult to cast: Cale simply has too much mana. His spells collapse under the weight of his magic.

Then he finds himself summoned to a new world. One with a spellwork system capable of adjusting to his ridiculous reserves, creating new spells just for him.

Of course, things are never that simple. New magic means new things to learn, and if he wants to make spells worth having, that means going to a magic academy. On top of that, an old dragon has taken an interest in him, the kingdom’s hunters seem alarmingly intent on attacking his classmates, and Cale’s pretty sure at least one ancient evil has followed him from a past life.

But who knows? With magic back on the table, he might finally be able to perform what he sees as the true pinnacle of spellwork: baking.

—
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Chapter 1 — Mana Overload


                Cale Cadwell Cobbs did not, as a general rule, enjoy being tied up.

“Not that you guys are ugly or anything.” He added the words like it was an afterthought. “But I’d kind of prefer it if you let me go. You can tie me up later. Y’know, with consent?”

Neither of his captors seemed particularly amused. Cale thought that was rather unfortunate. If he had to be put into life-or-death situations one after another, he would’ve preferred being around people with a sense of humor.

“Hassan,” the elven woman—Cale was pretty sure she was an elf, anyway, with the pointed ears and all—hissed. She wasn’t wearing a whole lot of clothing, he noticed, which seemed odd given how cold the cave they were in was. Not that he was complaining. “Shut him up.”

“Gladly,” the other elf growled, stalking over. He was big. Much bigger than Cale had imagined elves would look, in all honesty. Elves were normally thin and beautiful, weren’t they? This Hassan fellow looked rugged. Tough. Like he made a habit out of wrestling bears barehanded. Cale was pretty sure he had a whole twig in his hair.

Nice muscles, though. Cale watched the way Hassan’s biceps stretched the fabric of his shirt with interest. It was a wonder that thing didn’t tear.

Then he noticed the duct tape.

“You can summon people from other worlds but can’t cast a basic silencing spell?” Cale asked. Of course, magic did tend to vary slightly between worlds, and he hadn’t been here for all that long… but silencing spells were usually fairly simple. “Good ol’ duct tape, eh? Useful in every world, apparently. I used some to kill a basilisk once.”

Hassan’s eyebrow twitched. He ripped out a long piece of tape and slapped it over Cale’s mouth. “Any other magic would interfere with the ritual,” he growled. “Consider yourself lucky, or you would already be dead. Although you may wish you were, in a moment.”

He turned away and stalked back to the edge of the ritual circle where the elven woman was waiting. Cale eyed them with mild curiosity as they took up positions around a familiar-looking circle in the center of the room. Sixty degrees apart, a blood-red gem in the center… standard sacrificial ritual, it looked like.

Not much of a survival instinct, for people that were willing to use sacrificial spells. If he’d kidnapped someone via summoning magic and they were this nonchalant about being caught, he’d have already started running.

The elves began to chant. He heard a few syllables of New Eldritch before casually tuning it out, already bored. Definitely a sacrificial ritual, judging from what he’d heard, and those were some of the least interesting forms of magic he’d had the misfortune of encountering. This was, what, a third-tier spell at best? He had better things to do than wait for them to finish a spell of that level.

“I feel like there are better ways to shut me up,” Cale called once he worked his mouth free. It wasn’t hard. The tape Hassan had used ranked within the bottom ten percent of tapes he’d had slapped over his mouth, and it was also only a single piece. “You’ve got to have something better than tape. You look like the type. I mean, you were prepared with these ropes. There’s no way you don’t have a ball gag or two.”

As he spoke, he continued working his hands free from the rope that had been tied around them. That he had a little more trouble with—Hassan was evidently quite experienced with knots.

Cale snickered to himself at the thought, then perked up at the words that flickered into view, encoded as mana only he could see.

You have learned [Escape Artist]!

[Blabbermouth] has reached level 2!

There! Cale grinned. He couldn’t deny that he’d been all kinds of excited when he started seeing those messages—this was one of those worlds.

It was rare, but every so often he’d be summoned or reincarnated into worlds that had these massive magical constructs built to empower their people. Sometimes they were divine, other times they were the creation of some mad archmage or eldritch prankster. It had been a while since he’d had to deal with any of them, though.

He kind of missed them. They never knew how to deal with anomalies like him, and more often than not, that meant he could get them to do things they were never meant to do.

And this one seemed to be all about making spells and magic available to its people. Even better! Although the ones it had chosen to give him were a little insulting, and it wasn’t like he usually got very far with magic…

Ah well. No reason not to try to use the ones he had access to. Cale considered them for a moment. Neither of the two most recent ones were useful yet. They were passive effects, for one thing: a sort of persistent auric spell cast by the world rather than magic of his own.

They were interesting, though. The fact that they were world spells meant they didn’t run into the same issues that his magic usually did. [Escape Artist] would be useful if he “leveled” it enough to break free from his ropes—which he presumably could do just by wiggling enough and straining the boundaries of the spell’s abilities—and [Blabbermouth] made him better at distracting his enemies. For now, though?

Hmm.

He evaluated his situation and his tools. The elves were doing their best to ignore him, though Cale could see the elven woman gritting her teeth. More fool them, really. Never leave an enemy time to think.

He had, on hand, barebones access to some sort of system and four different spells, none of which were directly useful for avoiding sacrificial magic. He had his own innate mana, but that was a last resort sort of thing. Cale wasn’t a fan of using his mana reserves to blast away every problem, mostly because using his magic at all came with a caveat, and he kind of needed a break. He was rather hoping this world would be that break.

There were the two other captives strapped to the stones next to him, according to his mana sense. People were kind of like tools, right? He couldn’t actually see them—he was too carefully bound to his own stone, presumably by design—but he could sense the flow of their mana. One was powerful, and the other was so weak he almost didn’t sense it.

Now that he thought about it, maybe [Escape Artist] at level 1 was enough for him to loosen the ropes. If not, the process might help it level. Cale twisted and wriggled around, and to his delight, found that he was actually able to move. Enough to shuffle around and stare at what looked like a shirtless reptilian man with deep crimson scales. He was bound to his own rock by thick, heavy dragonsteel chains.

He wasn’t sure what species his newfound companion was, though. He’d never been good at the whole lizards-versus-dragons thing. That he was bound by dragonsteel suggested lizard; using dragonsteel to bind a dragon was stupid. A little like trying to drown a merman in seawater.

Then again, lizards didn’t usually have that much mana. Maybe the elves were just stupid? Cale shrugged to himself. It didn’t really matter. He cleared his throat.

“Hello!” he said cheerfully. “Want to help me escape from this thing? Can’t promise any rewards, but we get to avoid what I assume will be a painful and violent death.”

The dragon, quite deliberately, turned away from him. Cale frowned, then shuffled around to look at the captive on his left, hoping she’d be more cooperative; unfortunately, she seemed quite unconscious—

Cale stilled.

She was young. Not even ten, if he had to guess, and a shifter of some kind based on what he could feel from her mana. There were suppression cuffs around her wrists, which explained why her magical signature was so weak, but having those things on for too long on someone so young… That was a recipe for permanent core damage.

Something in his expression changed, and when he went back to the reptilian, the cheer was gone from his voice.

“Hey,” he said. “I’m dropping the act. You can break through those chains, can’t you?”

For a moment, Cale thought he was going to be ignored again, but something in his tone seemed to break through to his fellow captive. “That is quite the assumption to make,” the reptilian man said. His voice was quiet, guarded… but that was most certainly Draconian.

Definitely a dragon, then.

“Like dragonsteel could ever hold a dragon,” Cale said with a snort. “That stuff is made to hold everything except dragons.”

A moment of silence, and then: “You are well-informed,” the dragon said. He turned back to meet Cale’s eyes. “I do not owe you answers.”

“Maybe not,” Cale said steadily. “I suppose that means the K’thonic Vows no longer mean anything to you?”

That seemed to strike home. The dragon lifted his head to stare at him, eyes narrowing. Cale caught a flicker of rage and a hint of a deeper, more profound mourning. “What, exactly, do you know of us?” the dragon demanded. “That time has long passed, human. Less than ten of us remain. The vows of old do not matter in the face of our extinction.”

“Which is why you’re sitting there, waiting to speed it along.” Cale didn’t bother keeping the bite of sarcasm out of his voice.

“I would be very careful of what you say next, human.” Oh, there was definite rage there now. He could see it simmering, ready to erupt. Cale bit down the impulse to stoke those flames further.

“There is a child on the other side of these stones,” he said instead, his voice low. “A young girl. Unconscious. Bound with mana suppressors. Maybe you don’t care that much about the old vows, but I doubt those two idiots went to so much trouble to hide her from you because you don’t care, am I right?”

Cale had met more ancient, powerful entities than he could count. They were, by and large, capricious beings with very little in common.

Except for one thing.

It was an unspoken agreement of sorts. Something like the rules of war. It was a line in the sand drawn by powers great and old. For those that lived long enough, fought long enough, and experienced everything the universe that had to offer, it was the purest of hearts that mattered the most. The young and inexperienced. The ones that had yet to live their lives.

Children were never to be involved. Not by intent. To do so would be to invite open retribution.

Sure enough, the dragon stilled, just like he had. That simmering rage turned onto a different target. He saw the way the dragon’s eyes flicked over to the still-chanting elves, then back to him.

“You judge me,” the dragon said. It wasn’t a denial, Cale noticed. “But you have the core of an archmage. You could help her yourself, if you wished.”

Cale frowned. He probably should have expected that. He answered as honestly as he could; anything less would only jeopardize their tentative rapport. “I can’t use my magic while a child’s around. Not yet.”

“No? Elaborate.”

“My mana is tainted.” Cale was reluctant to admit to this at the best of times, but this qualified as urgent enough. “My core holds the Thread of Fate.”

The dragon’s eyes widened slightly—first in disbelief, then in understanding. Cale said nothing, allowing him to work through the implications on his own.

He did have the power to get them out of this situation, that much was true. If he wanted to, he could burn through the elves and their ritual. Third-tier magic was so far beneath him he could barely remember the last time he’d tried to use it.

The problem was the thread of silver-white mana woven throughout his magic. Known as the Thread of Fate colloquially, it was something like a prophetic calling card: ten times out of ten, if he arrived in a new world and used any kind of magic, he’d attract the attention of whatever forces of destiny were in charge of that world.

That typically meant that not only would he be wrapped up with whatever entity was threatening to destroy the world—and there was always someone or something like that—but everyone around him would be, too. For that first use of his magic, anyone around him would get caught in the tidal wave of change he was meant to bring.

Tainted, in other words. Or he thought so, anyway. He’d seen what tended to happen in its wake.

Cale was no different than any other ancient power in this regard. The lines he drew were much the same. In this case? Suffice to say that he’d learned long ago not to let children get tangled with destiny. There was never a good outcome there.

Only lost childhoods and painful memories.

“Very well,” the dragon said after a moment. There was something complicated in his expression, something Cale couldn’t quite interpret. “I am named Akkau. I will free you and the child, and I will take her out of range of your magic. But I will not fight this battle in your stead, and I will not bring you with me.”

Cale grimaced. He’d been hoping for a bit more of a break before his magic got him tangled up with whatever was happening here. “Don’t suppose I can convince you otherwise?”

“I have my reasons,” Akkau said steadily.

Fair enough. The elves’ chanting was getting louder. Cale didn’t have much time. He gave the dragon a terse nod. “Do it.”

Akkau stood.

The chains he was bound with—again, dragonsteel, specifically made to hold anyone that did not have the dragon affinity bound to their mana—offered about as much resistance as wet paper. The elves reacted, of course, shouting at one another as Akkau broke free, but it was far too late for them to stop him.

Three simple moves. Akkau stepped past him and shattered the rock Cale was bound to with a single strike, freeing him and showering him in shattered stone. He placed a gentle hand on the girl’s shoulder, disgust flickering across his features as he saw the cuffs. And he whispered an incantation.

Cale felt the teleportation magic whisk the two of them away and finally, finally let himself relax.

“That sure was something,” he said cheerfully to the two dumbstruck elves. “Sucks he didn’t bring me with him, but I guess one of us had to do cleanup, eh?”

Outraged sputtering. Cale ignored them—they were busy struggling to keep their rapidly destabilizing ritual from exploding in their faces in the wake of that teleportation spell, which meant he’d have a precious few minutes to decide exactly how he wanted to handle this.

He called to the world’s magic to review the spells it had granted him.

[Blabbermouth, Level 2] [Common, Auric Passive]

Makes you good at coming up with things to say. Useful as a distraction, but it’s unclear why you’d want this spell.

[Escape Artist, Level 1] [Common, Auric Passive]

The better to untie yourself with. Can’t be turned off, so don’t get this if you like being tied up.

[Marked, Level MAX] [Planar, Auric Passive]

Identifies you as a creature not of this world. Your presence will affect those around you, for good or for ill.

[Spell Intuitionist, Level MAX] [Personal, Auric Passive]

Allows you to obtain low-tier spells with relative ease. Prerequisites must be met to learn anything above the second tier.

Interesting. Cale raised an eyebrow. He hadn’t been expecting the spell descriptions to have so much personality. There wasn’t anything about stats or the like, so this fortunately wasn’t one of the worlds with the more intrusive type of assistive construct. He shuddered at the memory—the last time one of those worlds had claimed to offer him “Wisdom”…

As for the rest, well. He didn’t like [Marked], but there wasn’t much he could do about it other than try to dispel it, and after the last time he’d tried dispelling a construct-granted effect like that one, he’d learned to be a little more cautious with his dispels.

Hopefully, he’d find out a little more about what it actually meant with time. Cale hated vague spell descriptions, especially ones like that. They were often more trouble than they were worth.

[Spell Intuitionist], though? Now that was an interesting one. It must have been the reason he’d picked up the other two aurics so easily. Cale was a little tempted to just start messing around to see what happened, but it would probably be easier to do that outside of some gloomy cave.

Or someone’s basement. It was possible this was just a basement. He wouldn’t put it past either of those elves to have a cave as a basement.

Cale examined the ritual the elves were conducting critically. They were chanting frantically now, still trying to keep it stable—a lost cause, by his estimation, but he wasn’t about to stop them. He could try to learn that…

But no. Blood magic was boring. Now, if this had been necromancy, he might have considered studying it until he got a spell out of it. Cale sighed. Of all the people to get summoned by, why did it have to be blood mages?

“Hey,” he said, more amicable than he really felt. He coated himself with his mana, recreating the thick barrier he usually kept active as a basic defensive measure, and waved to get the elves’ attention. “Do you two think you could use a spell or something? Preferably something that’s not blood magic.”

That little bit of magic was the last straw needed to tip the ritual over into destabilizing. Cale took a casual step back as the circle promptly exploded, then waited. One, two, three…

Hassan stepped out of the resulting smoke, clothes singed. “Seleya,” he growled. “Shall we teach this human a lesson?”

“Gladly,” Seleya responded.

Cale was also glad. Mostly because he could finally stop calling her “the other elf” in his head.

“You will regret what you have done,” Hassan said disdainfully. “We will make sure your death is slow. Painful. Tell me, mortal—what feeds your arrogance? You have only just entered this world. Your only ally has left.”

“I did get four new spells,” Cale said brightly. Hassan snorted.

“Ones related to your incessant babbling, no doubt,” the elf said. “Enough. We will start simple. You wish to see a spell? Very well. [Burn].”

Cale watched with interest as the spell activated. Magic poured through the elf’s mana channels and into some sort of construct created by the system; he couldn’t read the construct, but he could certainly interpret the effects.

Easy enough. A basic conversion from base mana into a sticky sort of fire mana that clung to the target and burned them alive. And in theory—

You have learned [Fire Resistance]!

You have learned [Burn]!

Excellent. Cale hummed, pleased, and examined the two new spells.

[Fire Resistance, Level 1] [Common, Auric Passive]

Increases fire resistance.

[Burn, Level 1] [First Tier, Active] [10 Mana]

Set a target alight with your mana.

“Interesting,” he said aloud. Active spells had tiers! Excellent. It looked like it was the tier system he was already used to, even, so that wasn’t going to take him a bunch of extra work to figure out.

He didn’t really need the [Fire Resistance]—his shield was doing an excellent job keeping him safe—but he wasn’t going to say no to an extra auric. In fact, Cale amused himself by allowing some of his shield to slip away.

Then he winced and shook his hand. “Ow,” he said. One level of fire resistance didn’t do much, apparently.

Hassan was staring at him. Cale couldn’t tell if he was in disbelief or if he was simply still in denial about the whole situation. Seleya was a little smarter, at least—she had recognized the danger and was slowly starting to back away—so he formed a quick barrier around the exit and went back to examining [Burn].

Cale did not, historically, have a good relationship with spells. Oh, he was good with magic. He had an absolutely monstrous supply of mana and could wield it like an absurd, overpowered hammer. Problem was, he didn’t really have the commensurate level of control needed for his reserves, which meant more complex spells were usually beyond him. Things like teleportation and transmutation, for example. Or baking spells, which—oddly enough—had some of the most complex spell structures he’d ever seen.

Even those few times he’d ended up in worlds that offered premade spells like this one, the ones that required mana almost always broke when he tried to use them. He’d long ago learned that it was best for him to just close off his core and prevent any system from reading or using his mana, which was probably the reason the system here wasn’t giving him any kind of mana measurement.

Besides, not all systems were benevolent. Giving one unfettered access to his mana was just asking for trouble.

“How much is ten mana, anyway? Is the unit of measurement different here?” Cale asked out loud. Hassan was looking increasingly pale—which was impressive, considering how pale he already was—and was finally beginning to back away. “Eh, don’t worry about it. I’ll figure it out.”

The spell would probably break, but this was a new system. No harm giving it a shot.

He activated the spell, then manually fed his power into the construct that emerged.

Mana overload detected! Attempting to compensate…

Whoops. Cale sighed dramatically. Here it was: the spell would undoubtedly break and fail, and he’d have to just blast the elves or something.

Adjusting spell construct…

Cale blinked.

[Burn] has evolved into [Plasma Transmutation]!

He blinked again. That seemed a little much. He ignored the all-consuming silver flames that erupted before him and eyed the new spell. Maybe he’d really overadjusted the input?

[Plasma Transmutation, Level 1] [Eighth Tier (Unique), Active] [1.0e27 Mana]

Transform your target into a new state of matter. The new state of matter is fire, to be clear.

Okay, there was no way he’d used that much mana. Had he?

Come to think of it, the fact that a simple effect like [Burn] cost ten mana should probably have been an indicator of how the units of mana worked here. In the last world, it would have cost a fraction of a single unit of mana.

Still… transmutation! He’d never been able to perform transmutation before! Okay, yes, technically the spell just lit things on fire with incredible violence, but this world’s system called it transmutation and that was good enough for him. He grinned to himself, practically bursting with excitement.

There were many world constructs that would simply reject or try to steal his mana if he were to overload a spell construct to this degree. Many more would simply shatter and then refuse his magic. This one had adapted. It had created something new, judging by that Unique qualifier.

Cale had encountered many things across all the worlds he’d visited and all the lives he’d lived. Certain things were constants: dragons, dark lords, the intricacies of divine prophecy, and the fundamental nature of magic.

So it was saying a lot that he’d never encountered this specific variant of fire transmutation before. Granted, this one wasn’t exactly interesting. But the potential! If the spell constructs this system made could evolve to accommodate his mana, he might discover entirely new forms of magic. Entirely new spells that were adapted for him.

He might be able to do things other than blow everything up!

“I hesitate to ask,” a dry voice came from behind him. Cale whirled around to see Akkau standing there, one scaled brow slightly raised. “But should I be concerned to find you standing in front of two puddles of melted elf and grinning like a fool?”

“What?” Cale turned back around to look at the still-glowing floor. The rest of the elves had… evaporated. “Uh, no, the grinning is unrelated. I swear.”

“Indeed,” Akkau said, entirely deadpan. “Come with me, human. If you hold the Thread of Fate, then we must have a conversation.”

Ah. It was happening already. Cale frowned. “Can you at least show me a baking spell?” he asked hopefully.

Akkau paused and stared at him. “A… baking spell,” he repeated, like he wasn’t sure what Cale had said.

“A baking spell,” Cale agreed. No further elaboration needed. He stared at Akkau with big, hopeful eyes.

“If you come with me,” Akkau said after a moment, “I will ensure you learn all the magic you desire.”
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Chapter 2 — The Art of Attunement, Pt 1


                Despite Akkau’s apparent desire to take Cale… somewhere, the dragon seemed incredibly resistant to the idea of using a teleportation spell to do so. Cale didn’t really get it, considering he’d already used one not so long ago. Maybe he was one of the rare few that suffered a form of teleportation sickness?

Cale wasn’t complaining too much about it, though. He wasn’t exactly fond of letting himself be teleported by a relative stranger, either. It wasn’t like he could see his destination ahead of time—for all he knew, he’d get teleported into a cage. Or into a pit of lava.

It wouldn’t even have been the first time.

Without the convenience of teleportation, the two were forced to trek through the desert with nothing but a tinted mana barrier to provide some shade. Akkau didn’t seem to mind, but then he was a literal dragon; Cale was pretty sure they grew with exposure to the sun or something.

He wasn’t quite so lucky. The heat was making him sweat, and he was wearing far too many layers of clothing for a trek through the desert. The old dragon took pity on him there, at least: the moment Cale began taking off his clothing, Akkau quickly cast a temperature control spell to help keep him cool.

See, this was why he needed to be able to cast proper magic. Life would be so much more comfortable! If he could learn a full set of basic spells here, he might be able to carry that knowledge to any other world he was reincarnated in. He might finally be able to actually, properly call himself an archmage!

As they walked, Akkau explained what had happened with the little girl and laid out the details of what he’d wanted to discuss. Apparently, the old dragon was the headmaster of a nearby magic academy; he’d handed the girl to his healers so they could ensure she was okay and find out where she’d been taken from.

He also wanted Cale to enroll as a student. He hadn’t been kidding about the whole “learn all the magic you desire thing”.

It explained why his Thread of Fate had been of so much interest to the old dragon. Not only were magic academies one of the few things that could minimize its dangers, they could actively benefit from enrolling a student with the Thread.

Part of that was because they were so prone to magical disasters to begin with. Those disasters acted as a sort of focal point for the Thread’s possibilities to unspool toward, limiting the scope and magnitude of each disaster to just a little above what was already typical for a magical academy.

And while it wasn’t without its risks, graduating classes where the Thread of Fate was involved tended to have much higher rates of archmage-quality casters.

Akkau wasn’t saying it, but Cale was willing to bet that part of it was that the dragon wanted to keep an eye on him, too. Any archmage worth their salt would, and Akkau didn’t strike him as someone who wanted him purely for the benefits.

Cale agreed readily, to Akkau’s apparent surprise. It fit his goals of learning magic, after all. The name of the academy was a bit of a mouthful, though—Kazix Brightscale’s Academy of the Attuned Arts? Cale wrinkled his nose.

Akkau hadn’t seemed particularly open to criticism of the name, unfortunately. Hopefully, he’d be more open to feedback on other matters. Like the whole getting-kidnapped-by-elves incident.

“What was all that about, anyway?” Cale asked. “I mean, you seemed way too willing to let those elves finish their summoning. Except you had anti-demon scriptures lining the outside of their lair, so you clearly weren’t planning to let them succeed.” He jerked his head back toward the now-smoking ruins they were walking away from.

Akkau didn’t reply for a long moment. He stared straight ahead, and Cale began to wonder if the old dragon had somehow managed to fall asleep while walking with his eyes open.

Pretty useful skill, that. It had taken him far too many lives to learn that one.

“No,” Akkau finally said. Cale blinked and looked up at him. “I will give you your answers eventually, but… not yet. It would be too dangerous to tell you now.”

“In case you haven’t noticed, I have a lot of magic,” Cale pointed out. “There are very few things that can actually threaten me. Just so you know.”

“I did not say that it would be you that would be in danger,” the old dragon said dryly.

Cale had nothing to say to that. “Are you at least going to tell me why they chained you up in dragonsteel?” he asked instead. “Because that was stupid, even for elves willing to cast blood rituals.”

Akkau sighed. “It was a calculated planting of false information,” he said. “They are students at my academy, and I have ensured that all information on dragons and their weaknesses are appropriately… altered. In this case, they believed that dragonsteel would be the only material capable of holding us captive.”

“Huh.” Cale was sort of impressed. “In case your students get uppity! Pretty smart.”

It was, after all, a proven law of the multiverse that in any given magical academy, at least five students per academic year would “get uppity.” Misinformation on the academy’s headmaster was an entirely sensible precaution to take. And he supposed that in a world with less than ten dragons remaining, there wouldn’t be too much out there that could contradict the lie.

It was odd that this world only had ten dragons remaining, though. Dragons were a multiversal species. Any great disaster that wiped a large number of them out was usually followed by a migrant flock of dragons eager to find new territory.

Eh. Not really his problem, as far as he was concerned.

“So, where are we going?” Cale asked. Akkau gave him a flat look, and then pointed a single claw to the pristine towers in the distance that were practically glowing with magic.

Right! The academy. Cale hummed to himself cheerfully, then decided to try and see if he could get some sort of walking spell.

 



 

Cale did not, unfortunately, manage to get any new spells on the way to the academy grounds. Nor did he gain any new ones as he walked through the extensively decorated halls all the way to the old dragon’s office. In retrospect, Cale felt like he should have paid more attention to what the university looked like.

Most of the impression that he got was that it was sort of pretentious, which fell more or less in line with what he knew of the Brightclaws.

“Cale,” Akkau said. “Pay attention.”

Cale was rather decidedly not paying attention, because what Akkau was telling him to do was impossible.

He could solve the majority of problems with sheer brute force. It was like the old adage said: not all problems could be solved with violence. Sometimes, they had to be solved with extreme violence. That was Cale’s guiding principle for the vast majority of dark lords he’d dealt with.

Akkau, unfortunately, was not one of those dark lords, and the problem Cale was being presented with couldn’t be vaporized with sheer quantities of mana. That meant he was in a bit of a conundrum.

He needed spells! He’d said as much. Instead, Akkau insisted on putting him through a basic series of tests, which would supposedly help determine the best way for him to learn those spells. The limitations of [Spell Intuitionist] meant that he’d need to adhere to this world’s rules to be able to obtain anything above the second tier, and Akkau was determined to identify exactly where he placed within those rules.

Cale, on the other hand, rather hated these types of tests. He’d tried a variety of them without much success, and had mostly sworn off them since. There was a small part of Cale that said he could probably stand to listen a bit more…

He ignored it.

“You’re asking me to do something impossible,” Cale said. “So no.”

“I’m asking you to perform a very basic mana attunement,” Akkau said, exasperated.

“Like I said, impossible.” Cale went back to examining his status, wondering if he’d be better served wandering through the classrooms and stealing spells. Better not—he still didn’t know what [Marked] did, and Akkau only knew that it was different for every mage that had it. “I already told you, I have too much mana to do stuff like that.”

“No one has too much mana to do an attunement,” Akkau growled, irritated. “That quantity of mana doesn’t even exist on Utelia, let alone inside a single man. If you had that amount of mana, you would have exploded or set yourself on fire long before now.”

Cale had, in fact, both exploded and set himself on fire a number of times across the many lives he’d lived. He considered telling Akkau this, then decided against it. The old dragon didn’t need to know that much about him yet.

“Well, I do,” Cale said. A little too flippantly for Akkau’s tastes, probably, considering the way the dragon seemed on the verge of setting him on fire. That might actually be a good way to level [Fire Resistance], now that he thought about it. Would he get an active spell out of it if it leveled enough?

“You have an archmage-level core,” Akkau said. “Archmages are still perfectly capable of performing attunement. It may require more practice, but—”

“No, my core is a few levels above archmage, actually,” Cale interrupted idly. “I just keep it contained. Otherwise I’d be exploding or setting myself on fire, like you said.”

Akkau stared at him, then muttered something to himself. Cale was pretty sure one of them was a nasty word in an older variant of Draconian. “Assuming I believe you,” Akkau said. “What can you do with your magic?”

“I can light things on fire?” Technically, he could transform them into plasma, but eh, same difference. Both things were more than he could usually do.

“Besides that.”

Cale began counting on his fingers. “I can crush things, blast things, blow things up, create barriers, slice things, I’m immune to most mana aspects—”

“All right, I get it,” Akkau interrupted, rubbing his temples. Cale noticed his brow was twitching slightly. The dragon sighed to himself, then slowly went back over what Cale said. “Putting aside your aspect immunity for the time being… You mentioned barriers.”

“Basic ones,” Cale said.

“Make one for me,” Akkau instructed. Cale stared at him for a moment, then shrugged and held out a hand. He channeled his mana through his palm, willing it into the rough shape of a square barrier.

Something in the old dragon seemed to change once he created the barrier. Akkau eyed it like it was going to bite him, then began examining it, muttering to himself. He rapped on the barrier a few times and made a note about the sound, then traced his fingers along the edges. He spent even longer on each corner of the barrier, testing them with a variety of small spells Cale couldn’t identify.

“You know,” Cale said mildly, “if all you wanted to do was touch my mana, there are more fun ways to do that.”

Akkau ignored him, and Cale sighed. Other immortals were never any fun. He’d yet to meet anyone like himself, though he supposed his situation was rather unique amongst them.

Even with all the lives he’d lived and all the ancient powers he’d met, he’d never so much as heard about another reincarnator. It made him wonder sometimes if he was unique.

He hoped he wasn’t. It had been far too long since he’d even seen—

—Akkau had moved on to a different variety of tests. Cale watched with growing fascination as the old dragon retrieved a jar of tiny flakes of colored paper, each one imbued with a small amount of attuned mana. The red one burned upon touching his barrier, the blue one just seemed to melt, the yellow one crackled sharply before turning to ash…

“What are you doing?” Cale asked, finally curious enough to ask. It was rare that he encountered anything he hadn’t seen before. Akkau glanced at him, once more raising a single scaled brow in an expression that looked spectacularly unimpressed. Cale was beginning to wonder if the old dragon got a lot of practice at it or something.

Come to think of it, he was in charge of a magic academy. He probably had.

“I am testing for your mana quantity, stability, and natural attunement,” Akkau said after a moment.

“And you’re doing that by testing a barrier?” Cale asked, interested. “I’ve never seen it done that way before.”

Akkau eyed him, then sighed. “There are three traditional methods of mana testing,” he explained, going back to his work as he spoke. There were a lot of different colors of paper, Cale noticed. “The first is by using an item—typically a crystal of some kind—enchanted with a complex mana-measuring spell construct, but those are expensive and tend to have a ceiling on the amount they can handle.”

Cale knew about those. He’d blown up a fair number of them by accident.

“The second is by spell detonation,” Akkau said. “We get you to cast a special low-efficiency spell with a known mana limit, then measure the fallout that results when the construct fails and the spell detonates.”

“You definitely don’t want me to do that,” Cale said cheerfully. That one he’d also tried before, but only once.

Akkau nodded at him. “The third,” he said, “is manual testing. I am not surprised you have not encountered it before—it fell out of favor hundreds of thousands of years ago. It is rare that anyone needs this type of testing; the other two methods are more than sufficient for most mages. I would have said all of them, before…”

He trailed off, then gave Cale’s barrier a pointed, narrow-eyed look. Cale just grinned.

“So you’re doing manual testing. Weird that I haven’t run into it before,” Cale said. He paused. “Hang on, are you hundreds of thousands of years old?”

The old dragon glared at him. “I am not, if you must know,” he said. “And you’re lucky. I keep these around for sentimental reasons, not because I ever expected to use them.”

“I can’t help but notice you didn’t tell me how old you were.”

“Attunement papers are an old art,” Akkau said, ignoring him. “I am likely one of the few left able to make them. They are supposed to react only when the mana being tested matches their attunement.”

“Would it help if I said you’re handsome for however old you are?”

“No, Cale, it would not.” Akkau finally seemed to tire of ignoring his teasing, but to Cale’s surprise—and mild discomfort—there was a certain kind of sadness in his eyes. “I know you do not mean harm, but my age is one of the reminders that I am one of the last of my kind. I do not like to think about it.”

“Ah.” Cale blinked, slightly at a loss for words. “I’m sorry.”

[Blabbermouth] has reached level 3!

“Yes, I get it, thank you,” Cale muttered, glaring at the notification. He hadn’t realized it was that serious, but then he supposed that any event powerful enough to wipe out the majority of dragons on a world was bound to be a traumatic one to live through.

He wondered if he was missing something. It hadn’t been that long since he’d last seen a dragon, but something about the sadness in Akkau’s eyes… had something happened to the multiverse—to the so-called Great Realms between his lives?

No. He was pretty sure he would’ve heard about it at some point. Even if multiversal travel wasn’t common, there was still enough bleedthrough that news tended to travel. Something like dragons going extinct was something he would have heard about in one world or the other, and there had been no such news in the years he’d spent in the last realm before getting summoned here.

Cale frowned to himself, then went back to watching Akkau press little pieces of paper against his barrier.

            
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from SilverLinings
                        

                    

                    Cale is only getting better at putting his foot in his mouth. Not sure the world thought that one through when it gave him that spell…



                



Chapter 3 — The Art of Attunement, Pt 2


                It took a lot longer than Cale expected for Akkau to finish with his testing—enough that the awkward silence lapsed into something a little more comfortable. Cale, for his part, tried to be a little more attentive to what the old dragon was doing, aware that if nothing else he was trying to help him; just because he’d approached a hundred other magic instructors before didn’t mean this time wouldn’t be different.

Really, it was already different, in a way. It was the first time he’d seen attunement papers! Cale couldn’t for the life of him remember what his natural attunement was; he’d had it measured once, he was pretty sure, but…

That was so many lifetimes ago. There was a point where it simply hadn’t mattered anymore, and he’d long since passed that point. Honestly, he was pretty sure he’d forgotten more things about himself than most people would ever learn.

“The other part of this test is stability,” Akkau began to explain, startling Cale into paying attention once more. He wondered how much of this teaching stuff was just pure habit for Akkau. “It helps that you are able to make barriers—it would be far more difficult to perform this test if you were not able to use magic non-destructively.”

“How do barriers help with that?” Cale asked, interested despite himself. He hadn’t ever really thought of his barriers as anything remarkable.

“The more mana you have, the harder it should be to control manifestations of your magic, barriers included,” Akkau said. “It may not be as precise as direct measurement or spell detonation, but you would be surprised how much one can determine from the simple act of examining a mage’s barrier.”

He indicated the edge of Cale’s own barrier with a claw. “The amount of fluctuation at the boundary is indicative of mana quantity. The more mana you have, the more turbulent it tends to be. The radius of fluctuation relative to the total size of the barrier tells me how much control you have over that mana.”

“Huh. Never would have guessed,” Cale said, impressed. “So, give it to me straight, doc. How’s my mana looking?”

Akkau turned away from his notes to give him a quizzical look. “What am I giving to you, exactly? I should inform you now that it would be quite inappropriate for the Headmaster to involve himself with a whelp like yourself.”

“That’s not what that—” Cale groaned when the dragon’s lips twitched in amusement. “Okay, fine, I deserved that. But for the record, I’m not a whelp.”

“No, you are not.” Akkau eyed him contemplatively, and Cale shifted under the weight of his gaze, suddenly uncomfortable. “You are far older than you pretend. Why do you put on such a front, I wonder?”

Cale said nothing. Akkau shook his head after a moment and went back to his notes. “Regardless, it seems you were telling me the truth,” he said. “You have an extraordinary amount of mana, to the point where your barriers… well, you may have observed this effect before.”

Akkau grabbed an apple off his desk and dropped it onto the edge of Cale’s barrier, and Cale watched impassively as the apple fell through it like there was nothing there. It split open on the desk, cut perfectly into two even slices.

“Yep,” Cale said. “It’s why I need to be careful where I put my barriers. I usually just go for domes, but that takes more concentration.”

“You are at least aware of the damage you can do,” Akkau said with an approving nod. “The fluctuation is barely visible, but moves so quickly that the edges of your barriers exceed the sharpest of claws. It is far outside the scale of anything I have seen before—but it is not the reason you are unable to attune your mana.”

“Yes, my mana control is the bane of my life,” Cale said, sighing dramatically. And then he paused and went through what Akkau had said again. “Wait, what? It’s not a mana control problem?”

“Your inability to cast spells is a mana control problem, although I should inform you now that your control far exceeds the norm—a mage with your amount of mana should not be able to form a barrier at all.” Akkau frowned, and Cale beamed. Praise! He hadn’t expected to be praised for his mana control, of all things. The dragon looked at him oddly, though, and Cale quickly smoothed out his expression.

“If the problem isn’t my mana control, then what is it?” he asked.

“Your base attunement appears to be true prismatic,” Akkau explained. “Which, I should impress upon you, is so rare as to be theoretically impossible. Such a mana type cannot be further attuned, for it already contains all possible types of mana.

“It also dramatically increases the mana requirement for casting any given spell, though I suspect that will not be an issue for you.” Akkau raised an eyebrow at him, and Cale put on his best innocent smile. “In exchange, however, you do not need to attune your mana prior to each cast. In theory, this should mean your potential casting speed will far exceed that of almost any other mage.”

“Now if only I could cast some actual spells,” Cale said, sighing again. “Perhaps if a certain handsome dragon were willing to teach me those spells? We could start with flight! I’ve always wanted to fly.”

Akkau rolled his eyes. “As you have noticed, Utelia’s God of Magic and his divine spellform—which we call the Gift—is capable of adapting even to extreme quantities of mana that should be otherwise impossible to control,” he continued, ignoring Cale’s flippant remark. “The problem for many students is learning those spells to begin with. [Spell Intuitionist] may make that process easier for you, but make no mistake: you still need guidance.”

“Do I?” Cale asked, leaning back in his chair. “Don’t get me wrong, I’m not doubting you, but even if I can’t just casually pick up spells above the second tier, there’s nothing stopping me from just evolving high-tier spells with low-tier ones.”

“And how can you be certain those spells will not run rampant across the world?” Akkau asked. “Or that any given spell evolution will not simply erase you along with it? You would not be the first Utelian mage to wreak such havoc with experimental, aimless evolutions.”

Cale blinked. He hadn’t considered that, mostly because he hadn’t thought the system would generate spells like that to begin with.

“More to the point, the Gift does not eliminate the need to learn,” Akkau said, a little more severely. “All magic requires work, Cale. The Gift only ensures that you have access to spellwork. The nature of those spells and your skill with casting them rely heavily upon you. Hence the need for academies like this one, and hence the need for lesson plans.

“Had your core been anything other than true prismatic, for instance, I would have insisted you attend our aspect magnification classes.” Akkau tapped his claws on his desk. “It is sufficient for most of your counterparts—those with false prismatic cores. With true prismatics, however, aspect magnification is impossible, and in your case, it is unnecessary. We will instead have you begin with elemental resonance.”

Cale blinked. He’d never heard that term before, and there were very few things he’d never heard before. “Elemental what?”

“Elemental resonance. It is an aspect of magic unique to Utelia, and is required for learning spells above the second tier,” Akkau said. “Think of it as your degree of compatibility with the various elemental magics of this world. All mages must be acknowledged by the element they wish to work with in order to be Gifted higher-tier spells within that element.”

Cale frowned. “Sounds like a test,” he said. He hated tests.

“Of a sort,” Akkau acknowledged. “Though I suspect it is different from what you imagine. To increase your resonance with a given element is to know what that element is. It is not a test so much as it is an act of understanding. A give-and-take with the magic of this world.”

“I’ll give it a try, I suppose,” Cale said doubtfully. “I don’t see how it’s going to help me control my spell evolutions, though.”

“The better your resonance with a given element, the better the Gift will understand your desires when you attempt to evolve a spell,” Akkau said. “High-resonance mages can not only trigger spell evolutions but spell combinations, creating new magics entirely.”

Cale immediately sat up straight in his chair. “Why didn’t you just say so?” he demanded, ignoring the way Akkau smirked knowingly at him. “I’m in. When do we start?”

The old dragon snorted, leaning back in his chair. “I appreciate your enthusiasm, but I have some conditions I would like to make clear before we officially enroll you.”

“This better not be a trick,” Cale said, narrowing his eyes. “You just got my hopes up. Besides, I rescued you! That should count for something.”

“I will remind you that you had me free myself.” Akkau raised a challenging brow at him. “Though the circumstances were extenuating ones, I will agree. Perhaps my phrasing was poor. Consider this a request, of sorts: I would like you to be my apprentice during your time in this academy, and I would like you to contribute your expertise to the classes you attend.”

“Shouldn’t I be in the classes, not teaching them?” Cale asked, relaxing slightly.

Akkau snorted. “You hold the Thread of Fate,” he said. “And you know the vows of old. You are far, far older than you pretend, as we have already established. It would be quite a waste if I did not ask you to share some of what you have learned.” The old dragon gave him a sharp grin. “You will find that I am the type of dragon to make full use of all resources available to me. As long as you are a student here, that includes you.”

Cale eyed Akkau for a moment. “You’re disturbingly perceptive.”

“And you are disturbingly powerful,” Akkau said dryly. “Forgive me for wanting what is likely to become a continental power under my direct supervision.”

Cale supposed he had a point. “Fine,” he said. “I expect to be paid, though. And you can’t make me sign any weird soul contracts.”

“I assure you, you will be compensated generously, and the only contracts you will have to sign are non-magical in nature,” Akkau said. Cale sighed with relief, but froze when Akkau continued. “Of course, there will be quite a lot of it, and as my apprentice you will also handle my share of paperwork…”

“Are you sure you’re not a dark lord?” Cale asked, narrowing his eyes.

Akkau chuckled. “Oh, the dark lord is two continents away. Even with your Thread of Fate, I imagine it will be a year or two before we have to deal with him. Plenty of time.”

Cale sighed. “And we can’t just kill him ahead of time because of the karmic backlash,” he muttered. “Yeah, alright.”

Akkau eyed him thoughtfully. “Good. I had worried for a moment that you might be the brash sort. I will be glad to have you as an apprentice, I suspect. I will assign you a room and get you signed up for your courses—yes, Cale, I will take into account your desire to learn baking spells.”

Cale shut his mouth, interrupting the question he was about to ask, and grinned instead. “Sweet. Pun intended.”

“It will take some time for me to get you fully enrolled,” Akkau said, ignoring Cale’s comment. “There are a number of mandatory courses in addition to the resonance courses; I will speak to the faculty members and prepare a preliminary schedule for you soon. In the meantime, it is best we get you settled into the academy proper. I assume you will need a room?”

“Unless you don’t mind me sleeping in the halls,” Cale said. Akkau scowled at the thought.

“I will find you a room, although you may have to share,” Akkau said. He flicked a claw, eyes glowing for a moment as he cast some sort of spell. Cale observed the process with interest. Judging by the way it was interacting with the school’s mana, it was some variant of organizational magic. Library magic, maybe? “You mentioned you were immune to most mana aspects?”

“And even for the ones I’m not immune to, I keep a basic barrier up at all times,” Cale agreed. The only time it had dropped recently was during the initial summoning that had brought him here, and that was because he’d intentionally dropped the barrier when he felt the attempt. That last world had been in something of a state. “Why?”

“It allows you more options for rooming,” Akkau said vaguely. Cale wondered if that was a hint of mischief he saw in the dragon’s eyes. Surely not? He was far too serious for that.

Before he could ask about it, Akkau changed the subject. “There is one last thing. Consider it a formality—it is a question we ask all prospective students.”

Cale tilted his head. “What’s up?”

“Why do you want to learn magic? What do you intend to do with that power?”

“…This isn’t some kind of test of responsibility, is it?” he asked. “Because I can blow things up even if you don’t teach me. Also, I’m not convinced that asking that question works very well, considering that whole blood sacrifice thing with the elves.”

“Please do not mention that in this school,” Akkau said with a sigh, rubbing the bridge of his snout. “Humor me for a moment, Cale, and answer the question. You mentioned baking spells. Why? What else do you intend to do with magic, once you have it?”

“Because baking spells are the pinnacle of magic,” Cale answered promptly. He wasn’t even kidding. “Every time I see one, it blows me away with how utterly absurd and complex the spellwork for it is. They are four of the top ten most complex spells I’ve seen in my lives. Four. And I have lived many, many lives, Akkau. I’ve seen spells designed to create and end magical plagues in an instant. I’ve seen spells built to last lifetimes, to conquer and terraform entire worlds. I’ve seen magic built to rewrite the stars themselves.”

He paused and frowned. “That last one was probably the most complex spell I’ve seen, actually. But it came pretty close, and that says a lot. More importantly, I love baking, and I want to know why it’s so hard for magic to replicate the experience.”

Akkau stared at him. Cale couldn’t quite figure out what that expression was. Confusion? Admiration? He’d revealed a little more about himself than he intended, that was for sure, but it was nothing that wouldn’t have come out eventually anyway.

…It was probably because he’d started ranting a little. Cale coughed, embarrassed, and continued more quietly. “Besides,” he said. “Even with all this power at my fingertips, I can’t do all the things a normal archmage might be able to do. I can’t repair things, I can’t heal, I can’t teleport… do you know how many people have died just because I can’t be in multiple places at once?”

Cale’s expression darkened slightly. The question might have sounded rhetorical, but he knew the number. He never stopped counting. It just wasn’t a number he wanted to share.

“Too many,” he said instead.

The silence lingered after that. Cale almost seemed lost in thought for a few seconds before he shook his head, sighed, and made himself continue. “I don’t even remember the last time I was able to cast a real spell. Maybe I could, once upon a time, but it’s been so long I have no idea what it was like.” He stared down at his fingers, watching his mana circulate beneath his skin. “And I want to remember. I want to remember what it was like to do magic. To be a mage in more than just name.”

In theory, he would have been able to do that sort of spellcraft in his earlier lives, but try as he might, Cale couldn’t remember anything from that time. Akkau studied him in silence, the old dragon’s expression unreadable, and Cale shifted uncomfortably under his gaze for a moment or two.

“Though I suppose true magehood involves far more than just spellcraft,” he added lightly. “Which I am well aware of, just to be clear.”

At that remark, Akkau startled Cale by smiling. It was a small smile, but it was real, and it was understanding in ways Cale had long since learned to stop expecting. Cale hadn’t thought the old dragon capable of such a thing, with how cold he’d seemed.

“Indeed,” Akkau said. “But your desire to cast is understandable, for what true mage could give up that power? At the very least, I believe you are sincere.”

Then his tone became teasing. “And I believe we share an interest. Few others understand the true nature and complexity of baking spells.”

Cale’s mouth fell open even more, if possible, and his eyes gleamed with excitement. “You understand!”

“As any true archmage would,” Akkau said, and he was definitely smirking now. “Perhaps you can help me convince some of my faculty of this fact. I have been unable to so far.”

“Clearly, they haven’t seen a properly cast [Baker’s Domain].”

“Or a well-calibrated [Sourdough Starter].”

The two ancient beings exchanged a look of understanding. Then Akkau cleared his throat. “In any case, I have summoned an assistant to help you to your room. Please follow him. I will follow up with you when I can.”

“Just like that?” Cale asked, surprised.

“Just like that,” Akkau said. “Welcome to Kazix Brightscale’s Academy of the Attuned Arts, Cale Cadwell Cobbs.”

 



 

The moment Cale left the room, Akkau slumped into his chair, reviewing everything he’d just witnessed in his head. He still couldn’t quite believe it—if it wasn’t for the apple sitting neatly sliced in half on his desk, he might have assumed he imagined it all. An eccentric archmage was one thing, but the amount of mana he seemed to have… “What in the eight infernal realms was that?”

“Seven.” Cale’s voice came ringing back cheerfully through the doorway, almost making Akkau jump out of his chair. He had anti-eavesdropping spells on his door!

“First of all, don’t eavesdrop,” Akkau called back irritably. “And what do you mean, seven? There are eight.”

“I blew up the eighth.”

Akkau paused, then sighed. “Do I want to know?”

“It was an accident?”

“Just… just go to your room, Cale.” Akkau shook his head as he heard the human’s footsteps finally retreating from the door, then leaned back once more into his chair. He was silent for a long moment, studying a dormant crystal sitting on his desk. Tentatively, he reached out, channeling a small fragment of his mana into it.

Nothing. No word from any other dragon in any other world. The Great Realms were silent, and the few dragons that remained in this last bastion world of Utelia had all gone into seclusion, hiding themselves away from the thing that hunted them.

Cale was a gamble. With the amount of mana he apparently had, he was as likely to end Utelia as he was to save it, Thread of Fate or not. A more responsible dragon might have tried to send him away, perhaps, or bind him to prevent the destruction that would undoubtedly follow in his path.

Akkau had given up on doing such things long ago, and he bore no illusions about what would likely happen if he tried. Besides, in spite of everything, he found he rather liked the odd little human. He understood the true nature of baking magic, for one.

For another, his presence gave him purpose again.

Akkau glanced down at the pitch-black scale hiding at the base of his wrist, just below his palm amongst the brilliant red he normally sported.

Last of all, well… he supposed he couldn’t help but hope that someone like Cale might have a solution for what was coming.

 



 

Far away, hidden in the shadows of a cave containing a still-glowing pit that once held two elves, something in the shadows squirmed with delight.

New world! it hissed to itself, cackling a soundless, gleeful cackle. The old one was so empty! But we followed the star, and what have we found? A feast! A feast of pretty magic!

But we must wait. A slightly different voice overlapped the first. We are still weak. We cannot allow the star to find us.

Yes, yes, we know! the first voice said, impatient. But… there is so much! A snack would not hurt, yes?

…Perhaps, the second voice acknowledged. Perhaps a snack may not hurt.

With that, it slipped out of the cave and out into the desert, eyeing the towers gleaming in the distance. It drank in a sip of the mana surrounding it, feeding and growing and learning. The history of any world was stored in its mana, and though it had to be careful, it could start simple: where was their star, and what was it doing?

It tasted the words, the history, and the dignity of the golden dragon named Kazix Brightscale. It found a name.

Kazix Brightscale’s Academy of the Attuned Arts.

What an absurd name, the second voice muttered to itself as they slithered toward it. It is far too long.

            
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from SilverLinings
                        

                    

                    Even weird other-dimensional entities want easy-to-pronounce names. Kazix Brightscale could have just called it the Brightscale Academy or something and no one would’ve batted an eye.

Magical Fun Fact: Cale tried therapy once, but accidentally traumatized both his therapist and the therapist two rooms over. He swears he doesn’t know how it happened.

*Magical Fun Facts are subject to change and not covered by any warranty.



                



Chapter 4 — Roommate Etiquette, Pt 1


                Perhaps somewhat awkwardly, Akkau’s “assistant” was, in fact, a demon waiting to lead Cale to his new room. This was mostly only awkward because Cale had failed to notice the demon in question until after he’d taken credit for blowing up an entire infernal realm, at which point he’d turned around to see a demon staring at him.

At least the demon in question was pretty to look at. His skin was a deep, burgundy red, and the suit he wore accentuated his wiry frame quite nicely. Cale attempted a bright smile.

“So!” Cale said. “What’s your name?”

“Jaxovar,” the demon said flatly.

“I’m gonna call you Jax,” Cale said, making him twitch. “Which realm are you from?”

“The sixth.”

Great! Not the one he’d blown up. That was a good thing, probably. “What’s got you working here in a magic academy, of all places? I would’ve thought you’d be out, I don’t know, making deals for souls or something.”

[Blabbermouth] has reached level 4!

What, was that spell only leveling when he put his foot in his mouth or something? Cale glared at the notification, then wondered if it would turn into an active spell if he leveled it enough. He might be able to evolve it…

On the other hand, he wasn’t sure he wanted to test what would happen if he evolved a spell based around putting his foot in his mouth.

“Not all of us are soul traders,” Jax said. Cale couldn’t tell if the demon was trying to suppress a smile of amusement or a scowl of irritation. “I am third in a line of administrative demons, which is rather common in the sixth realm. You could be forgiven for being unfamiliar.”

“Well,” Cale said. Now that he thought about it, the sixth realm was the realm of bureaucracy. The whole jab at Akkau being a paperwork-based dark lord hadn’t been entirely fanciful. “I haven’t spent a lot of time in the sixth infernal realm.”

“That you have spent any time at all in it is highly unusual,” Jax said, giving Cale what he decided he would call the look. “Now if you’ll excuse me, I have to contend with the thought that I am apparently contracted to guide the soul that led to the extinction of the eighth realm to his new sleeping quarters.”

Cale supposed that was probably fair. In a stroke of unprecedented wisdom, he decided to spend the rest of the walk examining the mana signatures all around the university, instead of repeatedly trying to question Jax.

For now.

Besides, he’d learn more about the demon eventually.

 



 

There were a number of metaphysical rules that acted as multiversal constants, of a sort. Cale’s Thread of Fate was one of them. Another was the reality of magical academies: where they existed, a certain number of anomalies always manifested. Students getting into trouble was one of them, but there were many others. Enchanted, hidden rooms; ancient artifacts; very old, very cursed books held in dark, protected archives.

Also, staircases. Every magical academy had at least one staircase in which remnant mana tended to gather, leading to a variety of unpredictable effects. Sometimes they became endless, looping climbs. Other times, they lead to any number of impossible locations, most often the closest forbidden forest or secret archive. This was one of the reasons security and mana management tended to be crucial for any given magic academy. 

Cale encountered none of these on his way to his assigned dorm, but he did notice something strange: the farther they got into what Jax had called the Astral Wing, the stranger the mana signatures he felt.

They weren’t strange in the sense that Cale hadn’t encountered them before—there were very few things he would consider truly unusual—but it was outright anomalous for so many rare mana types to be gathered all in one place. Stranger still was the fact that the rest of the university had a relatively mundane mana distribution, which meant that it was only this Astral Wing that was compromised.

Weird.

Cale came to a conclusion in short order, then turned to Jax. “I know I said I wasn’t going to talk, but I have a question.”

“You made no such promise, unfortunately,” Jax said. “But ask away. It is my duty to respond to any queries.”

“Duty like slavery?” Cale asked, wondering if he needed to blow up Akkau. Jax gave him a deadpan look.

“It is my job,” he clarified.

Ah. Cale nodded in understanding. “This Astral Wing feels off,” he said. “Is it where you keep all the weirdos?”

“Please do not call them that,” Jaxovar said with a sigh, which Cale thought more or less confirmed his theory. “It is inappropriate.”

“You know what I mean,” Cale said. “This is where you keep the magically unusual. People with abilities too dangerous to be kept with everyone else. Artifacts too, if I had to guess. Is this place enchanted?” He squinted at the walls. He could make out faint traces of an inscription of some kind, though the detailing was too faded to make out what kind of inscription it was.

A suppression script, most likely. Cale flexed his mana briefly, then watched with interest as the walls bent away from him. Yep, that was a suppression script.

“Please do not do that, either,” Jaxovar said with a wince. Cale glanced at him with interest—the demon was rubbing one of his horns.

“Are you bound to that script?” he asked. “That’s not ethical.”

“I wasn’t aware you were one of the people that cared about ethics when it comes to demons.”

“I could be convinced.” Cale shrugged. Demons weren’t all bad. He didn’t particularly regret blowing up the eighth realm—that realm was, in fact, pretty much filled exclusively with evil demons. It was one of the reasons he’d blown it up and all. (There was a discussion to be had there about the possibility of true ontological evil, but Cale didn’t like to think about it.)

“If you must know,” Jaxovar said with a sigh, “I designed and implemented the suppression script myself. It’s only anchored to me because I chose it.”

“Ah,” Cale said. “That’s alright then. I was a little worried I was going to have to blow Akkau up.”

“Is that something you would actually do?” The demon raised a brow at him. Cale shrugged.

“If I had to,” he said.

He didn’t look Jax in the eye, but he thought the demon seemed… surprised, and maybe a little appreciative.

 



 

The room he was eventually led to was, in fact, in the farthest corner of the Astral Wing imaginable. Cale had to climb up far too many steps to get to it. He considered complaining, but… well, it wasn’t like he was alone.

He had a roommate. How bizarre. With the way he was being treated, he’d been half expecting his room to serve as something like a prison. Instead, this was probably the corner of the Astral Wing where the suppression script was weakest.

“Before I give you your key, I must confirm that you are immune to decay-attuned mana,” Jaxovar said, giving him a severe look. Cale blinked at that.

“There’s a dreadshade in there?” he asked, glancing over the door with interest. Dreadshades were one of the only species he knew of that could naturally use that type of mana, at least. He supposed it was possible that it was something undead, but those tended to come with traces of other types of magic, most often from a corrupted divinity.

“That is correct.” Jaxovar seemed surprised that he knew. Cale just shrugged.

“Yeah, I’ll be fine. Gimme.” He grabbed the keys from the demon before Jax could say anything more, gave the door a few hard raps. “Coming in!” he announced.

There was a startled yelp from somewhere past the door, but since whoever it was didn’t start yelling at him to wait, he happily pushed the door open and entered.

Then he stopped in his tracks, eyeing what he was seeing with a slight raise of his brow. Exactly half of it was thoroughly decorated with an assortment of old relics and artifacts, along with three and a half paintings that depicted what Cale was relatively sure would qualify as blasphemy. He eyed them with interest. Especially the half-painting that was torn down the middle.

There was also a remarkable amount of floating dust and a wide-eyed dreadshade staring at him. Cale blinked.

“Did you just decay half the room to make space for me?” he asked. “Because I appreciate the thought, but uh… you didn’t really have to.”

“I’m sorry,” his new roommate said quietly.

Yeah, Cale was going to have his work cut out for him. He sighed and examined the other man critically. He was very much humanoid, to Cale’s surprise—many dreadshades struggled to maintain anything close to a coherent form, in large part because it took most of their focus to keep their own power contained. Immature ones tended to kill any non-magical beings they tried to interact with, and even magical ones had to be wary around them.

As if their abilities weren’t bad enough, their appearance alone was enough to disconcert even—or perhaps it was more accurate to say especially—hardened veterans. The “shade” part of their name was no accident; even when under control, their bodies were shadowy, incoherent things that moved strangely in the light.

And the “dread” part of their names? When not under control, their bodies had gaps. And that was where the real trouble was. Dreadshades were fundamentally elemental beings, and they embodied the entire aspect of decay. Without careful control of their forms, those around them could catch glimpses of lost souls in the gaps of their magic.

Most often the decaying bodies of loved ones.

This one was, thankfully, more put together than most of the dreadshade he’d met. Not only were there no gaps, but he was more or less solid, and he’d managed to figure out how to form two eyes and a mouth out of lighter-colored mana. It was only near the top of his head that his mana turned into something that resembled shadowy flame, and even then, there weren’t any of the gaps Cale might have otherwise been worried about.

Not only that, but he was radiating an absolute minimum of decay mana. Excellent! Cale had had far worse roommates. There was that one sphinx, for instance.

“Um,” the dreadshade said. Cale realized he’d been staring for a while and decided to wave at his new friend. He’d been right! It was always a good day when he was right.

Then he paused and tilted his head.

“Did you know you’ve got a monster living under your bed?” he asked casually. The dreadshade flinched.

“W-what?”

“You know,” Cale said. The dreadshade looked at him blankly. “Monsters under the bed? Common magical infestation? Do they not teach you anything here?”

“I’m… too dangerous to go to the normal classes,” the dreadshade said, drawing into himself a little. “I just thought it was… a voice? It’s nice and all…”

“You have a nice monster under your bed?” Cale asked. He peered down, where a many-tentacled presence immediately hissed violently and retreated further into the dark. Then he shrugged. “Alright, sure, if you say so. Sorry for calling you an infestation, buddy.”

The voice that emerged from under the bed was hesitant. “You. Apologize?”

“I mean, if he says you’re not a problem, then I trust him,” Cale said cheerfully, moving over to his side of the room and examining his own bed carefully. No magical infestations here, at least, and a lot of the dust generated from whatever decay spell had been cast had more or less disappeared by now. “If you’d been feeding on him, I’m sure he’d be a lot more violent. Dreadshades aren’t known for being kind to people they don’t like.”

The bed-monster hissed. “Do not. Say that. About Damien.”

“Your name’s Damien?” Cale asked, and when the dreadshade nodded, he grinned. “Cool. I’m Cale. Hope you don’t mind if I crash here.”

Jax, who had been standing impassively at the door the entire time, finally spoke up, rubbing his temples. “I believe things are settled here,” he said. “I believe I will leave the area before you reveal anything else that will require me to complete additional paperwork.”

He left, muttering something about Akkau’s strays. Cale watched him leave and snickered.

“You don’t mind what I am?” Damien asked nervously. The dreadshade was looking at him with something that looked almost like wonder.

“Nah.” Cale shrugged. “Besides, you couldn’t hurt me if you tried.”

“I could…”

“What was that?” Cale raised an eyebrow, turning to look at his roommate, who was now refusing to meet his gaze.

“I could. Hurt you, I mean. You should be careful. If you get too near—”

“Try it,” Cale said. Damien stared at him, and he waved a hand encouragingly. “No, really, I don’t mind. If we’re going to live together, I might as well make sure you aren’t worried about melting me the entire time.”

“I…” Damien hesitated. “Are you sure?”

“Trust me,” Cale said.

Damien lifted his hands, and a slow stream of decay magic began to make its way across the room. Even with his permission, Cale noticed Damien was being exceptionally careful—the mana was tightly bound into a single tendril, ready to snap back or be dispelled at a moment’s notice.

That amount of control over decay mana, of all things, was impressive. Cale wondered for a moment what Damien had been through to develop that level of control.

Then he noticed Damien’s magic had halted right in the middle of the room. He sighed, then walked over to it, grasping it before Damien could wrench it back. And he was about to, he could tell.

“See?” Cale said. “Nothing.”

He peeled off a piece of decay mana, rolling it around in his hands and considering it for a moment. Then he put it into his mouth and swallowed it.

Damien was staring at him again, horrified. “D-did you just… Why?”

“I’m proving a point,” Cale said. “I’m not just externally immune or anything. Decay mana doesn’t affect me.”

Damien looked absolutely bewildered for a moment, and then—startling even himself, apparently—he began to laugh. It was high-pitched and a little hysterical, but it was definitely a laugh. “You… you didn’t have to prove it like that,” he said, still snickering.

“I guess it was a little unhinged,” Cale agreed, smirking. “But it got you to loosen up a little, didn’t it?”

“I suppose.” Damien seemed surprised at first, and then he managed a small smile. “You probably shouldn’t go around eating magic in the rest of the campus, though.”

“Fair point,” Cale said. “Although—”

You have learned [Decay Bite]!

The Gift certainly didn’t seem opposed to the whole thing. Maybe it was worth biting magic?

[Decay Bite, Level 1] [First Tier, Active] [200 Mana]

Spread decay by biting a target.

Hm. Maybe not. That didn’t seem like a particularly useful spell. He supposed it would be interesting to see what the Gift would turn it into if he tried to cast it, but considering what happened the last time he’d done that, he would wait until he was in a location appropriately devoid of people.

Or at least until he found someone worth biting.

“Although what?” Damien asked.

“Oh, the Gift gave me a new spell,” Cale said. “Something called [Decay Bite]. You know anything about it?”

Damien grimaced. Cale saw the way he drew back into himself the moment he asked the question. “I… yes, but you probably shouldn’t cast it. It won’t do anything good.”

There were definitely some issues there. Cale decided to make his second-wisest decision of the day and swept the room with his mana sense for a change of subject.

He paused.

“Did you know this room has a secret passage?” he asked.

Damien blinked, clearly a little thrown by the lack of questioning, then slowly shook his head. Cale grinned.

“Well then,” he said. “Wanna help me find a way to open it?”

 



 

Neither of them managed to find a way to open the secret passage over the next hour of tinkering, despite their best attempts—or despite Cale’s best attempts, anyway. Damien mostly sat back and watched, fidgeting with one of the relics he kept with a mixture of curiosity and anxiety. Even with proof that Cale wasn’t about to just collapse from overexposure to his mana, he flinched away any time his power drifted too close.

It was getting tempting to ask him about it, but Cale was pretty sure that would level [Blabbermouth], and he’d mostly resolved to only do that with people he didn’t like.

“We’re probably not going to be able to open this,” Cale said eventually, leaning back to examine the enchanted section of the wall critically. “I’m pretty sure this is an academy manifestation and not something Brightscale built intentionally.”

“A manifestation?” Damien asked blankly. Cale glanced at him, then remembered that the dreadshade apparently couldn’t attend most of the academy’s normal classes. He wondered if Akkau was doing something about that. There was a rather interesting-looking cloak hung up on a hook near Damien’s bed.

“Magic academies have a lot of those,” Cale explained after a moment. “They happen whenever you gather too much magic in one place. Basically, parts of it start to come to life. Manifested secret passages are pretty common and usually have weird opening conditions, like the presence of some kind of Chosen One.”

“Oh,” Damien said. He seemed to absorb this for a moment. “I can’t sense this one.”

“Yeah, it’s pretty well hidden.” Cale shrugged. “We could force it open, but there’s no point, and it’d ruin the magic of the whole thing anyway. This one’s probably going to open when we need it most! Something to look forward to.”

He beamed, making his way to his side of the room and flopping back onto his bed. Damien sat in front of the secret passage still, staring contemplatively at the enchanted section of the wall; after a minute or two of this, Cale decided he needed to make sure he hadn’t broken the poor guy.

“So why are you here, anyway?” he asked. “I’m assuming you need to get control over your mana, but your control’s pretty good already.”

Damien looked over at him, hesitating. “You won’t laugh?”

“Why would I laugh?” Cale scowled. “Are you getting bullied?”

“N-no!” Damien denied immediately, and then he sagged. “I mean, um… maybe? But it’s nothing serious, it’s just…”

“What, people think you can’t do magic because you’re a dreadshade?” Cale snorted. “One of the best mages I’ve ever known was a dreadshade. She did some crazy things with her mana, let me tell you.”

Damien looked, for a moment, like he wanted to believe him. Then he glanced away and shook his head. “I’ve never heard of anyone like me becoming a real mage,” he mumbled. “You don’t need to lie to make me feel better.”

“You’re here, so clearly some part of you thinks it’s possible,” Cale pointed out, making Damien flinch slightly. “And I’m not a liar, thank you very much. Not about stuff like this, anyway.”

“Does that… mean you lie about other things?”

“Oh, all the time,” Cale said cheerfully. “That’s not the point! The point is, you can do magic.”

“Magic beyond decay,” Damien said. “I don’t want to just turn things into dust. I want to do what other mages can. I want to use my magic for life.”

“You want to heal?” Cale asked curiously, and Damien nodded. “Well, I don’t know if Sheriya had any healing spells, but she could definitely do things other than just decay.”

“Like what?”

“Teleportation,” Cale said easily. “Sort of, anyway. She came up with probably the most mana-efficient set of teleportation spells I’ve ever seen. I’ve seen it used to teleport entire city populations. And she did it with decay mana.”

“With decay mana?” Damien frowned, clearly surprised. “She didn’t have to attune?”

“She was a very clever mage,” Cale grinned. “In more ways than one. I can tell you how she did it, if you like. She did want me to pass on her legacy on the off chance I ran into a dreadshade that wanted it.”

“Pass on…” Damien shook his head. “She couldn’t do it herself?”

Cale’s expression darkened slightly. “No,” he said. Damien waited, but he didn’t say anything else.

“Um,” Damien said. “How did she do it?”

“Glad you asked!” Cale said, mood instantly lifting. “Partial attunements. That was her trick. You don’t need to shift your mana all the way into something else to make it do what you want—that’s incredibly hard for decay mana. But if you get it even halfway there, you can get a usable spell out of it. With the Gift, it might be easier for you than it was for her.”

“Wait, are you saying she didn’t have the Gift?” Damien asked, looking increasingly confused. Cale ignored him.

“Teleportation, for example,” he said. “She did a partial attunement to the space aspect, then decayed the space between her target and its destination.”

Damien’s eyes went wide. “You can do that?” he asked.

“Yup.” Cale grinned. He could see Damien’s mind working its way through the implications. “She said it was one of the easier applications of decay magic, if you can believe it.”

Damien seemed like he was about to say something, then stopped, looking more carefully at Cale. “Who are you?” he asked after a moment. “You’re immune to decay mana, you were assigned to the Astral Wing, and you know about a dreadshade I’ve never even heard of. One that apparently doesn’t have the Gift but is still an incredible mage.”

“That’s the question, isn’t it?” Cale chuckled. “Right now, I’m just like you. Someone that wants to learn magic.”

            
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from SilverLinings
                        

                    

                    In an early iteration of the story, dreadshades were called decay shifters (for no particular reason other than it was what I wrote first). I decided later I didn’t want to accidentally invoke other stories with shifter elements. Ahem.

…Probably doesn’t help that the world still has animal shifters, though. Look, it’s hard to get away from cat people.

Magical Fun Fact: Multiversal (or inter-realm) travel is technically possible, but extraordinarily rare. Informational cross-contamination is much more common for reasons that will be discussed in a later chapter, but Cale still keeps a recipe for bread memorized in case a world hasn’t invented baking yet.

*Magical Fun Facts are subject to change and not covered by any warranty.



                



Chapter 5 — Roommate Etiquette, Pt 2


                A few minutes later, Cale sat up expectantly, glancing at the door. Damien was sitting on his bed, alternating between experimenting with his mana and trying to pretend he wasn’t sneaking half-curious, half-terrified glances at Cale.

Then a knock sounded, and Damien immediately shrank back, giving the door a nervous look. Poor thing probably wasn’t used to a single guest in any given day, let alone multiple visits. Cale gave him a sympathetic look, then walked over to open it—he’d sensed Akkau’s mana even before the dragon had started knocking. He’d been waiting for this.

“Akkau!” he said happily. “Come on in!”

Damien gave him a terrified look. “You can’t just call him by his first name!”

“Why not?” Cale asked blankly. Damien just sank his face into his pillow. A moment later, Akkau entered the room, expression bemused.

“You are settling in, I see,” the dragon said impassively. “Good to see you, Damien. Cale, come with me.”

“Did you finish setting things up?” Cale asked. “That seems fast.”

“No. That will likely take at least a week,” Akkau said plainly. “We have over a hundred different resonance courses. I am prioritizing the ones that will help you develop a [Baker’s Domain], but there has been rather significant pushback from my faculty members, as it were.”

Cale frowned. “Really?” he asked. “They’re not just gonna take your word for it?”

“Many of our professors are archmages in their own right,” Akkau said, arching a scaled brow. “And while they respect me and my position, they have their own… eccentricities, you could say. Many of them simply require proof of your talents before they will agree to your enrollment, and I did not think it would be an issue. Am I wrong?”

“If they need me to prove myself, I guess I can do that,” Cale said with a shrug. “Unless they want me to cast basic spells.”

“They are aware of the situation, though many of them need to see it for themselves to believe it,” Akkau said dryly. “They have decided that you must prove to them you are as capable and experienced as I say. I suspect the process will be educational for all of us.”

Cale narrowed his eyes. “You want to figure out what I can do, too, don’t you?”

“I will admit to some curiosity.” Akkau didn’t seem to feel particularly guilty about it. If anything, the old dragon was wearing a subtle smirk. Cale grumbled under his breath.

“Fine,” he said. “What do I have to do?”

“Each professor will come up with a test of their own and incorporate it into their classes so as to ensure minimal disruption,” Akkau said. “You will attend classes according to your schedule, in other words, but you may be tested during them. Be aware that many of the rest of us will likely be observing, especially in the beginning.”

Cale scowled. “I told you I hated tests,” he said, sighing dramatically. He didn’t mind that much, though—an opportunity to flex his talents was always appreciated, as long as it was actually interesting. “They better be good. Don’t just make me blast a target and call it a day.”

“I suspect you will not be disappointed,” Akkau said, his lips twitching into a slight smile. He held out an old, tattered-looking scroll, and Cale took it, frowning. There was an enchantment on it, that much was clear. “This will be your preliminary schedule. I have taken the liberty of giving you our standard set of mandatory classes and a single resonance class to shadow, so that you know what to expect. More will be added to your timetable by the end of the week, once I have cleared your inclusion with the necessary teachers.”

Cale opened the scroll, eyeing it with some distaste. “How am I supposed to know when it’s time for the next class?” he asked. “I don’t see any clocks…”

He trailed off. The scroll was vibrating.

“Huh,” he said.

“I have taken the liberty of enchanting your scroll to alert you a short while before the start of a class, depending on distance,” Akkau said. “There is also an enchanted timer in the upper right corner of the scroll, if you need to track the time.”

Cale eyed the scroll like it was going to bite him. “I feel like I should be offended.”

“You should be grateful. I left out the electrocution part of the enchantment.”

“Do you always go around electrocuting your students?” Cale asked, raising an eyebrow. He doubted Akkau had left it out to be kind. In fact, he was almost certain the only reason it had been left out was because the dragon knew he was immune to most mana types.

“Bah. It is a minor zap at best.” Akkau seemed far too smug about it, despite his words. Cale examined the scroll a little more carefully. There was the timer, the list of classes, a moving arrow that was presumably meant to guide him to the location of the next class, and…

Cale paused. “There’s a sound enchantment on this thing,” he accused.

“Is there now?” Akkau grinned. “Perhaps you should hurry.”

“You act like I’d be late if you didn’t do this,” Cale grumbled, ignoring the fact that he absolutely would have skipped a number of these classes without the “incentive” Akkau had built into the scroll. “I could just dispel this, you know. I can do a basic dispel.”

“You could,” Akkau said agreeably. “But I suspect you will find these classes far more interesting than you expect. And allow me to remind you that a part of our agreement involves you helping my professors teach their classes—surely you have not forgotten?”

Cale sighed. “I remember.”

“Besides,” Akkau said. “Your first class is Ancient Artifacts. I presume this is the sort of thing you may be interested in?”

“Depends,” Cale said carefully. “Are we just studying some fake relics, or is this something that’s actually interesting?”

Akkau laughed. “I see you have much the same opinion on fake relics as our Ancient Artifacts professor,” he said. “Imrys makes it a point to destroy any fake relics we come across. In fact, I believe the class you will be attending involves the identification of an unidentified relic. That is the sort of thing you have an interest in, I presume?”

Cale blinked, then tried to swallow back the drool his traitorous body started producing. True unidentified relics in any academy were rare; most of them prioritized the safety of their students. He doubted this one was any different, but if there was even a chance that this was something he hadn’t encountered before…

“No?” he tried, though even as he said it he knew how unconvincing he sounded. Akkau simply stared at him with one eyebrow slightly raised, and Cale sighed. “You’ve only known me for like three hours,” he complained. “You shouldn’t know me this well.”

“You may be an anomaly, Cale Cadwell Cobbs,” Akkau said, wearing the faintest hint of a smirk. “But you will find I am quite familiar with anomalies.”

“…Please just call me Cale.”

 



 

Damien watched as Cale left. Part of him still wondered if he was having some sort of prolonged, bizarre dream. Maybe some sort of seizure. He was pretty sure dreadshades weren’t biologically capable of getting seizures, but then he’d been pretty sure of a lot of things less than an hour ago.

Now it felt like he needed to reevaluate everything he thought he knew. As if being casually given something that should have been an archmage-level secret wasn’t bad enough, Cale talked to the Headmaster like they were equals. And the Headmaster had been bantering back! He hadn’t even seemed offended!

Akkau was one of the most ruthless educators this side of the continent, beaten only by the last remaining Brightscale that headed the other major academy on the continent. The idea of just talking to him like they were friends was… it had to be against some kind of rule, right?

Try as he might, Damien couldn’t think of any rules Cale had broken.

“I must have imagined that,” he muttered, trying and failing to convince himself it was true. “Maybe I fell asleep and this is all a dream. That would make more sense.”

“You are quite awake, I am afraid,” Akkau said, making Damien jump and pale. He’d forgotten the Headmaster was still in the room. “My apprentice simply has not yet learned of my rather exacting standards, though I will say it is rather refreshing to have a student that does not fear me.”

Damien blanched at the minor reprimand in the Headmaster’s tone. He knew what it was like to be feared, but he couldn’t help it. Akkau’s magical presence made his every instinct scream at him to run, to grovel, to submit. He swallowed, then gathered himself to reply.

“S-sorry, Headmaster,” he said, hating the stutter in his voice. “I’m trying, but…”

“Yes, yes,” Akkau said, waving a hand dismissively. He didn’t seem interested in continuing that line of conversation. “Do you not have the same class as Cale, Damien?”

“O-oh! Right.” Ancient Artifacts was one of the few classes held in the Astral Wing, and consequently one of the few classes he could actually attend, even if he still needed the Manamorphic Cloak to do it. He rapidly began gathering his things, drawing the cloak around his shoulders and shuddering at the sudden sensation of cold. “Thank you, Headmaster. I’ll be there right away.”

“Remember,” Akkau said. “The Red Hunters arrive in less than a week.”

Damien swallowed. He was well aware of that particular deadline. He knew what it meant for Akkau to accept him into this school, the risks the old dragon had been taking to give him a chance to learn. He needed to show that he had the potential to be more than a weapon, and he needed to do it by the end of his first year.

Not only that, but he needed to pass inspection every time the Red Hunters came by. All the students assigned to the Astral Wing did, really. Once again, Damien wondered what it was about Cale that had gotten him assigned to this Wing—it was regularly thought of as the cursed Wing, even if it was clearly the Headmaster’s favorite.

“I know,” he said finally, quietly. “I’m doing my best, sir.”

“See that you do.” Akkau nodded gravely, then turned on his heel and began to leave. Damien stared after him for a moment, then spoke up before he could stop himself.

“Sir?”

Akkau stopped and turned. “What is it, Damien?”

“Why is Cale in the Astral Wing?” he asked. “He’s so…”

Damien shrugged helplessly. Normal? That wasn’t exactly the right word—everything about the man was as far from ordinary as he could get. But eccentricities and mana immunity aside, he hadn’t seemed dangerous, and that was what the Astral Wing was for. Students that were a danger either to themselves or to others.

Damien didn’t know if Cale really deserved to be stuck in this Wing, of all places. “I just don’t know if he should be here,” he finished lamely. “Wouldn’t he do better in one of the other Wings? I mean, he picked up a new spell so easily… and if he’s here, the Hunters are going to ask questions…”

To his surprise, Akkau smiled at him. “Cale is right where he should be, do not worry,” he said. “As for the Hunters… I will deal with them. They will not interfere with Cale.”

With that, he turned and left. Damien stared helplessly after him. It wasn’t that easy to just deal with the Red Hunters—they were the elites of the Orstrahl Army for a reason, and messing with them meant messing with the kingdom of Orstrahl.

Who was Cale? Why was Akkau so invested in him?

Damien shook his head, lost in thought, then yelped as the scroll he kept in his pocket delivered a tiny electrical zap. He was late. He snagged the last of his scrolls, hurried to the door, and stopped right at the threshold.

He stared down at his hands, remembering what Cale had said. Part of him still thought it was just a fanciful sort of lie, but Cale seemed so… confident.

She did a partial attunement to the space aspect, then decayed the space between her target and its destination.

Was that actually possible?

Damien was hesitant to use his magic at the best of times, but if Cale was right about this, then it had the potential to change everything for him. He might even be able to master the Manamorphic Cloak in time. He’d been limited by his magic for so long, and even after he’d managed to gain control of it, he hadn’t been able to attune his mana to anything other than decay.

The Manamorphic Cloak was supposed to help with that, but every time he thought he was on the verge of succeeding, his magic always rebounded. It was like it resisted being completely attuned to a different aspect. But if Cale was right, and a partial attunement was enough—if his decay could be more than just the decay of life—then that changed everything he knew about himself. About his own species.

What were the odds that this relative stranger was right about something he’d had to live his entire life with? What were the odds that Cale knew more about him than he knew about himself?

But maybe… maybe it was worth a try anyway. In the worst case, Jaxovar’s suppression script would kick in before he did any real damage. That was the whole point of the Astral Wing—it allowed people like him to experiment with his magic without doing harm to others. He’d just…

Damien hated to admit it, but some time in the last couple of weeks, he’d given up hope.

And now, despite his best attempts to convince himself otherwise, he had it again.

He took a breath he didn’t really need, then carefully began to thread out his mana, feeling the Cloak beginning to flutter as its own magic activated. I just need to partially attune it to space, he told himself.

Please. Please let this work.

            
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from SilverLinings
                        

                    

                    To be fair, a personal belonging starting to scream loudly every time you might be late for something is a pretty effective deterrent for being late.

Those Red Hunter guys sure sound weird!



                



Chapter 6 — Ancient Artifacts, Pt 1


                Cale studied his scroll critically as he strolled along the hallways of the Astral Wing, watching as the little arrow turned to point down each new corridor he needed to go down. The class itself was apparently located in “Reinforced Lab 2A,” which was in the middle of the Astral Wing; Cale knew this because the location was listed in tiny, perfect handwriting right beneath the arrow and because there was a tiny map of the Astral Wing right next to it.

It was quite the impressive little enchantment, honestly. Cale wondered if this was standard for all the schedule scrolls Akkau gave out to his students. It probably was, but creating a live map like this with ink magic alone was hardly trivial. There was probably an element of organizational magic to it—library magic again, maybe, though he couldn’t be sure. Oddly enough, that was one of the rare mana types he hadn’t extensively had to deal with.

Fortunately, Cale didn’t need to go very far at all to find his new class. The scroll hadn’t been kidding about the reinforced part of the Reinforced Lab, though. The classroom was apparently a magically suspended cube of pure tungsten, with only a tiny stone pathway leading up to the door; surrounding it was a shockingly steep drop into an abyss layered with what looked like dozens of destructive spells of almost every major mana aspect.

Right above them was a hastily-erected levitation spell that appeared to be keyed specifically to students of the Academy. Cale raised an eyebrow at it. “Safety oversight, much?” he muttered.

Then his schedule scroll began wailing. Cale flinched and glared at it. “Seriously?” he demanded. “There’s still a whole minute before class starts!”

The scroll’s only response was to wail even louder. Evidently, Akkau took being punctual seriously. He’d also apparently deduced—correctly—that annoying Cale into submission was the easiest way to get him to do what he wanted.

Grumbling to himself, Cale knocked on the door and let himself in.

Behind it, a tiny, mousy old lady stopped mid-sentence to peer at him over enormous glasses that magnified her eyes into comically large dinnerplates. Cale blinked for a moment, nonplussed by the sight. This was the Imrys Akkau had mentioned? He’d expected… he wasn’t sure what he’d expected. Probably another dragon, given her apparent penchant for destroying fake relics.

Instead, Imrys was quite literally a mouse. She was also wearing a pink, frilly apron, for some reason? It wasn’t exactly prime artifact identification gear.

Then he blinked again and noticed that the apron was dense with magical script. The little cane she was carrying was practically brimming with magical power, too.

“Ah, you must be the new student!” the professor squeaked. She climbed over an enormous cube on her desk—well, enormous compared to her, anyway—to get closer to him, teetering precariously right on the edge. Cale resisted the urge to put his hands out in case she fell. “Akkau mentioned you. You may call me Professor Imrys. And you are Cale Cadwell Cobbs, yes?”

“Just Cale is fine,” Cale said, glancing at the rest of the class with interest. Mandatory course or not, this was a very small class; he wondered if that was because it was being held in the Astral Wing. He couldn’t imagine classes this small would be very efficient otherwise.

There were, in total, only two other students in the room. There was a third desk with a mess of materials laid out on them, which Cale assumed meant there was a third student that hadn’t arrived just yet, but that still meant there were only four students in total, counting himself. Maybe there were more politics with the Astral Wing than he’d imagined?

Or maybe the class was just that dangerous. Cale shrugged; it didn’t matter that much to him. He turned his attention to the cube on the desk and swept his mana sense over it curiously. The thing was dense with magic, and not only that, it was pulsing erratically, unleashing waves of power that glanced harmlessly off Professor Imrys.

Cale himself was fine too, of course, though he briefly pondered dropping his barrier to see what would happen. Professor Imrys was watching him with keen eyes, though, so he didn’t—this was no doubt part of her test for him.

The rest of the students weren’t quite so lucky.

One was a minotaur that took up an entire corner of the room, his horns scraping against the ceiling. He was staring intently at the artifact, but jumped a little every time the artifact pulsed, digging his horns deeper into the ceiling. 

He was also wearing glasses, for some reason? Cale was pretty sure they were enchanted glasses, but they weren’t enchanted to handle the sort of mana waves erupting from the artifact. Every time it pulsed, his glasses fell further down his snout, and he had to try to push them up again while protecting the pile of books he had on his desk.

The other was a water elemental. Cale watched her closely, struck for a moment by the delicate perfection of her form; it was rare for elementals to be able to shape themselves so precisely, and yet this one had managed to give herself sharp features and… well, curves.

The effect was a little ruined by the fact that her entire body wavered every time the artifact on the desk pulsed, though she was doing her best to ward against it. He considered helping them both, then decided he was better off figuring out what the professor wanted first.

“Professor—” he started, only to be interrupted by the door slamming open. Cale turned, startled, only to find Damien hunched over and panting.

“Damien?” he asked. Damien looked up, and although he was clearly exhausted, his eyes were bright.

“Cale!” the dreadshade said. He reached out and grabbed Cale by the hands, squeezing them excitedly. “You were right! It worked!”

“What worked?” Cale asked, lost. Had he said something to Damien?

“Partial attunement!” Damien said. “I attuned partially to space, like you said, and…”

He trailed off, realizing the class was staring at him, and immediately began to shrink into himself again. “Um,” he said. “Maybe later?”

“I mean, hey, I’m glad it worked!” Cale gave him a friendly grin as the dreadshade slinked off to his desk, embarrassed. Imrys cleared her throat politely, and Cale immediately turned his attention back to her. “Sorry, I got a little distracted,” he said. “Thank you for letting me attend your class, Professor Imrys.”

“My, what a polite boy you are,” the old mouse said, smiling at him and tottering over to press a crumbly biscuit into his hand. “Here, have a cookie. And don’t worry about it, dearie. I would be more surprised if you weren’t overwhelmed by your first day at this school. Have you had a good time so far?”

“I’ve only been here for two hours,” Cale said, wondering if he should mention he was probably older than she was. Maybe not. “But it seems like a nice place?”

Professor Imrys nodded. “It is, it is,” she said. “It was so kind of Akkau to let me teach at his school. I’ve gotten fired from so many other places.” She shook her head, eyes going distant.

Cale blinked. “Why’s that?” he asked. “You seem really nice.”

“Oh, you never know, dearie,” Professor Imrys said with a sad smile. “The magical world can be incredibly political.”

“It’s because she’s evil,” the water elemental called out loudly. Cale looked over at her with surprise. “Don’t let her trick you!”

“Goodness, Flia,” Professor Imrys said. “Surely you aren’t still upset about our last class?”

“Still upset?” Flia scowled. “What do you think, Professor? That artifact boiled off my—”

Professor Imrys waved a hand and a dome of silence descended around Flia, to her sputtering outrage. Cale just blinked, impressed. He’d barely seen the spell construct before it activated.

“You must forgive her, dearie,” Professor Imrys said. “She had a rather unfortunate accident in our last class.”

“What sort of—” Cale started, but the old mouse continued on as if she hadn’t heard him.

“I must say, it’s unusual for Akkau to allow a new student into my class,” Professor Imrys said. She peered at Cale for a moment. “He’s told you we will be testing you, I’m sure. Perhaps you could demonstrate your experience with artifacts for me, dearie? Just so I know what your skill level is, of course. Go ahead, inspect it. Cast any spell you’d like.”

Professor Imrys gave him an encouraging smile. Flia yelled and pounded soundlessly on the silencing barrier around her, her body splashing erratically as she tried to shout a warning. Damien, very hesitantly, tried to speak, only for another barrier to descend around him. The minotaur in the corner gave him a wide-eyed, terrified look that seemed to say “don’t fall for it.”

Cale raised an eyebrow at all this, then turned back to Professor Imrys.

“Sure!” he said cheerfully. This was an easy enough test, though he didn’t exactly have any spells he could cast to help with the identification. [Plasma Transmutation] was hardly going to come in useful here. Maybe the Gift would grant him a new one if he did well enough, though. He grinned at the thought, then turned his attention fully onto the relic.

“First of all, this thing’s obviously damaged or it wouldn’t be blasting mana like this,” Cale said. “I’m surprised you can cast so freely around it, Professor. Wild mana tends to be very disruptive to spells.”

“Goodness,” Professor Imrys said, her eyes glinting with… something. Cale tried not to read too much into it. Maybe he was letting the other students influence his thoughts too much. “How kind of you to say! You’re a charming young man, Cale.”

“Judging from the scripture on the sides…” Cale eyed it for a moment. “Looks like a variant on Old Karmian, so this is probably some kind of spatial artifact. Means it can’t be an accident that it’s a cube. Spell geometry’s pretty important when it comes to spatial artifacts, and especially so when constructing spatial traps, which is what cube geometries are usually used for.”

Cale looked back over at the other students, most of whom were staring at him in bewilderment. Even Flia had stopped hammering on the barrier around her and started staring at him instead. Professor Imrys, on the other hand, seemed delighted, albeit in a way that was starting to concern Cale.

“And you know all this without a single identification spell?” she asked. “Impressive work, dearie. You might be my new favorite student.”

Behind her barrier, Flia shook her head slowly, as if to tell him that wasn’t a good thing.

“Thanks. I’m hoping this will trigger the Gift to get me one,” Cale said, cheerfully ignoring the looks the others were giving him. “Let’s see… The script doesn’t look quite right for a standard spatial trap.” He tapped on his chin in thought. “Maybe an inverted script? It’s been a while since I’ve seen one of those, but I’m pretty sure those are symbols for Inverted Karmian.”

“Um…” A voice emerged from the back of the class. The minotaur was hesitantly raising a hand. “We haven’t learned about inverted scripts. What are those?”

“Oh, you know.” Cale gestured vaguely to the corners of the cube, where the flowing sigils marked on its surface seemed to change just slightly. “It’s usually just a very small change to a runic language that inverts the magical effect of the script. Problem is, it’s usually more efficient to just use a different language altogether, so it’s kind of a rare technique. You usually only see it in emergency modifications or when only part of an enchantment needs to be inverted, like this one.”

“Good question, Leo,” Professor Imrys called approvingly. “And thank you for that answer, Cale! Very precise.”

Cale sighed in disappointment. “You’ve already analyzed this thing, haven’t you?” he accused, though not with any real heat. “You know what this is.”

Professor Imrys chuckled. “Ancient Artifacts is a very important class, Cale,” she said. “For two reasons. One of them is to teach my students how to deal with analyzing very unusual, esoteric artifacts. I do a cursory analysis beforehand to ensure that we won’t be unleashing any particularly dangerous beasties in class. I wouldn’t want to put my precious students in any real danger, after all.”

“But?” Cale raised an eyebrow.

“But I assure you that what you’re studying is still a very real, unopened, and unactivated magical artifact,” Imrys said brightly. “This is a test for you, after all. And I’ve been wrong before, so it could still kill us all!”

There was a long silence, during which most of the students stared speechlessly at Imrys. Cale just nodded absently. “And the second reason?” he asked.

Professor Imrys beamed. “Why don’t you tell me what this is, first? You seem like you know what you’re doing.”

“Normally, like I said, it would be a spatial trap,” Cale said. “Something meant to capture people or monsters inside a magical extradimensional space. If the corners are inverted Old Karmian, though, then this thing is made to capture places. Probably living magical ones, like druid groves, or magical academies, or…”

Cale frowned. Now that he thought about it, he vaguely remembered living in Karmia once or twice across his lives. “The Labyrinth Plague,” he said, snapping his fingers. “I remember now. This is probably one of the containment cubes made to end the Labyrinth Plague when it was tearing through Karmia back during the Age of Distortion. The labyrinths it created had all kinds of weird monsters and artifacts, but it was basically eating up their entire kingdom. Whole thing was kind of a pity, honestly. I thought they were on to something.”

Professor Imrys eyed him for a moment. “The precise era during which the Labyrinth Plague occurred is rather strongly debated amongst our historians,” she said, an edge of doubt in her tone. “But that is largely correct! Well done, my dear.”

Cale tilted his head. “Is it?” he asked. “Weird. I thought Hugh left behind a huge archive. He was always a stickler for keeping records of everything.” He made a face. “Kinda made him awkward to flirt with. Ever tried flirting with someone with a court stenographer recording everything you say? No thanks.”

Once again, there was a long silence. This time, everyone was staring at Cale, including Imrys.

“Hugh?” the professor eventually asked.

Cale nodded. “You know. The Distortion King.”

“His name was—” Professor Imrys shook her head, discarding that line of thought for something more important. “You say that like you were there.”

Cale nodded. “I liked it, personally. Though I did tell Hugh not to call it the Age of Distortion. Makes him sound like a villain.” He sighed. “He never listens. Also, why are you looking at me like that?”

Flia, in her barrier of silence, banged her head against it in exasperation. Cale glanced at her, slightly surprised; most of the water elementals he’d met before had always been… calm. Serene. Their culture preferred going with the flow over raging against it, and displays of strong emotion were so rare they bordered on taboo.

Then he turned back to Professor Imrys and jumped. In the time he’d looked away, her grin had turned into something outright demented. “I’m going to have so many questions when you get back!” Imrys said happily. “I see why Akkau sent you here now. What a delight to have you in my class!”

“I don’t actually remember that much—” Cale started, and then he stopped. “Wait, what do you mean, when I get back?”

Even before he’d finished asking the question, though, he figured out the answer. Cale groaned as the professor reached out with her cane to tap one corner of the containment cube, unleashing a torrent of magical power straight into one of the weak points of the enchantment.

It shattered. Space flooded out of the broken artifact, twisting around itself until it formed into a veritable maze. Towering walls of ancient stone sprang into existence all around them.

Professor Imrys was already gone. He’d sensed her activating a teleportation spell the exact moment she shattered the cube. The simultaneous cast was pretty impressive, Cale had to admit—especially given she’d managed to fold in a voice recording into the mana echo’d she left behind.

“The second reason Artifact Analysis is so important is because any mage worth their salt must know what to do when things go wrong.” Her voice echoed around them, far too bright and cheerful for the moody labyrinth the four students suddenly found themselves in. “Good luck with the labyrinth! And Cale? This is still part of your test.”

Damien and Flia both looked terrified by the monstrous structure that had so quickly formed around them. It was probably a good thing they were cautious, though, because the labyrinth was definitely occupied—like he’d said, the Labyrinth Plague had produced a lot of unique monsters.

On the other hand, any containment cube from the Age of Distortion was going to have vast quantities of valuable loot, so there was that.

Cale was mostly concerned with the Gift, though, because it had pinged him with a new spell as soon as the artifact shattered.

You have learned [Identify Artifact]!

[Identify Artifact, Level 1] [First Tier, Active] [500 Mana]

Gain basic information about a target artifact. Does not work on artifacts more than 500 years old. Does not work on artifacts with enchantments more complex than first tier.

“Well,” Cale said happily. “At least I got a new spell out of all this!”

Though he wouldn’t be able to use it in its basic form—he’d have to find an artifact to analyze so he could see what the Gift would turn it into. This one wasn’t likely to evolve into anything that would explode, at least, so there was that.

Behind Cale, the minotaur slumped. “Aw, man,” Leo said. “I hate labyrinths.”

            
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from SilverLinings
                        

                    

                    Time for the first class! Inter-realm cross-contamination means Cale has probably been to places that would normally be considered myth and legend.

Magical Fun Fact: Imrys’s cookies are a well-known academy legend, in the sense that no one dares to criticize them. Though students claim they are soft and moist, nearby water enchantments always seem to mysteriously run out whenever a student has one.

*Magical Fun Facts are subject to change and not covered by any warranty.

That’s it for today’s chapters! Because these chapters are pretty long and take a while for me to write and edit, I can’t do the daily drop I normally would for Rising. Hopefully I’ll be able to do some bonus chapters from time to time, though. I’m particularly excited about an upcoming arc.

If you’ve enjoyed this, please consider following (if you don’t have an account) and/or leaving a rating and/or review! I also have a Patreon where we’re about 10 chapters ahead (well, we will be; I’m posting 16 right after this). 10 chapters in this case is about… 34k words ahead?

I’d love for this story to do well enough to open up a Discord and stuff, but let’s see what happens!



                



Chapter 7 — Ancient Artifacts, Pt 2


                If nothing else, Cale had never actually explored an Ancient Karmian labyrinth before, especially not anything that emerged from the Labyrinth Plague. This was something new for him, and new meant interesting.

On the other hand, he was saddled with three other panicking students.

Well, two panicking students. Leo just seemed depressed.

“I wonder what kind of labyrinth this is,” Cale said, walking over to one of the walls and running his hand along the stone. It felt like normal stone, but it was nearly impenetrable to his mana sense, which meant it was some sort of magical insulator. That was rare enough on its own, but on top of that, despite all the insulation, he could sense the weak pulse of several mana signatures within the labyrinth.

That meant that the labyrinth was occupied, and whatever occupied it was strong enough that he could sense them even through the otherwise insulated walls. He frowned for a moment, then shook his head and turned back to the others.

“If you’re wondering, the Labyrinth Plague basically turned existing places into labyrinths,” he explained absently. “Libraries, merchant shops, smithies, that sort of thing. We aren’t surrounded by shelves, so it probably wasn’t a book store. Maybe just a quarry?”

Though if it was a quarry, he didn’t quite recognize the type of stone it was made of. There was something about it that struck him as oddly familiar, but he couldn’t for the life of him remember what.

Eh. He’d remember eventually, if it was important.

“Why aren’t you more worried?” Flia demanded. “We just got tossed into an unknown dungeon! Do you know how many mages die from dungeons every year?”

“No,” Cale said, interested. “How many?”

Flia faltered. “I—that’s not the point! The point is a lot of mages die from these things!”

“Would the professor really put us in a situation where we could die, though?” Cale asked, trying to be reasonable.

“Yes.” All three of the other students answered him simultaneously and emphatically. Cale blinked.

This was what he got for trying to be reasonable.

“Alright, then.” He shrugged. “We just won’t die. Can’t be that hard, right?”

“I feel like I’m going insane,” Flia said. “Damien, you know this guy. What’s his deal?”

Damien found himself suddenly at the center of attention and winced. “Um,” he said. “He’s… my roommate?”

“Sure am!” Cale said brightly.

“He knows a lot of things…”

“Also true.”

“…but there’s a lot he doesn’t want to say about himself,” Damien finished quietly. “I don’t want to press him, but he’s a good person. He helped me figure out a piece of my magic.”

“Right, you said something about that,” Flia said, her voice softening a little. “Does that mean you can actually cast something now?”

Damien looked away, saying nothing, and Flia sighed. “I didn’t mean it like that,” she said. “We’re both Astrals, aren’t we? I’m not out to get you like the other Wings are. Leo isn’t, either.”

“I… I know, but…” Damien drew his cloak more tightly around himself. Cale coughed loudly to get everyone’s attention. Better than letting Damien slowly evaporate from anxiety, he figured.

“If it helps, my name is Cale,” he said. “I’m a new student. I enrolled today after—”

He paused. Akkau had said not to mention the elves.

“After I rescued the Headmaster from a rock,” he said instead. Flia stared at him. He could almost see the half-dozen questions that tried and failed to form before she eventually sighed, rubbing her face with a hand.

“Sure,” she said. “You know what, I’m not even going to ask about that. What I want to know is why you’re acting like this isn’t a big deal. We’re in a potentially deadly manifestation of—what in the eight infernal realms even is a Labyrinth Plague?”

“Seven,” Cale said absently.

“What?”

“I blew up the eighth,” Cale clarified. How many times was he going to have to mention this? It was like no one had checked in on the infernal realms for years or something.

“You… what?” Flia asked. She stared at Cale, then turned to Damien, then Leo. “Am I the only one hearing this? Did the Headmaster enroll someone completely delusional? Is this the guy we’re supposed to trust knows all about Labyrinth Plagues or whatever this is?”

“It would explain why he isn’t worried?” Damien offered hesitantly, as if he wasn’t sure whether or not to believe him.

“I can’t believe she put us in a labyrinth,” Leo grumbled, clearly not paying attention. “This is speciesist, man. You can’t just put a minotaur in a labyrinth.”

“You know what, I’m just going to ignore that too,” Flia mumbled with a groan. “What exactly is a Labyrinth Plague? You said it changes places into labyrinths, but what does that mean? Why does it exist? How dangerous is it? Why is it called a plague?”

“That’s a lot of questions,” Cale said, raising an eyebrow. He turned and went right back to studying the walls of the labyrinth. The more he examined it, the more certain he was that this wasn’t just some average labyrinth; in fact, the only place he could think of in Ancient Karmia that had magic-resistant stone like this…

Cale snapped his fingers. He did know what this reminded him of! This had to be a labyrinth that managed to infect the Karmian Well.

Though if that was true… Hmm. Better keep that to himself for the moment. The others were panicking enough as it was. Cale was pretty sure he could simply blast them out of the labyrinth if he needed to, but that would have to be a last resort. That sort of thing would unleash the Plague and probably damage the school.

“Cale,” Damien said quietly. “I’m wondering too.”

“Oh! Right, I forgot, sorry.” Cale turned and leaned back against one of the walls. “The Labyrinth Plague is a bit of wild magic the Karmians accidentally unleashed during the Age of Distortion. If I remember right, Hugh was trying to figure out how to generate and control dungeons. You know how it is—whosoever controls the dungeons controls magic itself, or something along those lines.”

He snorted. “I told him it was a bad idea, but would he listen? Noooo. Honestly, I don’t know why he brought me on as an advisor if he was going to spend the entire time listening to that sorceress he hired. Though then again, if she was making that face at me I probably would’ve just done whatever she wanted, too. Very pretty lady. Shame about the whole secret-dark-lady thing.”

“I…” Flia blinked a few times. “I’m starting to get the impression that if I question every insane thing that comes out of your mouth, we’re going to be here for a while.”

“That’s probably true!” Cale said cheerfully.

“Right, so.” Flia pointed at him. “I’m going to pretend you didn’t say any of that second bit. What do you mean, whoever controls the dungeons controls magic itself? I’ve never heard anything like that.”

“I have,” Leo said, looking suddenly deeply interested in the conversation. He’d pulled out a notebook and everything. “It’s only in a couple of very old tomes, though. Rumors. Are you saying you know the source of it?”

“Is it not common knowledge here?” Cale asked, tilting his head. “What do you know about dungeons?”

Flia, Damien, and Leo all glanced at one another.

“They’re anomalous spaces created by accumulations of magical energy,” Leo ventured after a moment. “Most scholars think they hold glimpses into other worlds, given the consistency of the artifacts collected from them, although a niche group believes they’re a form of informational noise—that dungeons are just generating histories that might exist, rather than pulling from something that already exists.”

“Oh, right,” Cale said, blinking. “I forgot people used to think that. Yeah, no, they’re definitely pulling from real universes.”

“And you know because you’ve been to them,” Leo said, his gaze suddenly intense. Flia glanced up at him and shuddered.

“You’re, uh… you’re looking a little like the professor, Leo,” she said. Leo coughed and visibly tried to calm himself.

“Sorry,” he said. “This is just so exciting! We’ve never had any proof that other universes exist, and you’re telling us you’ve been to them. I have so many questions—do you think I could stay behind with you and Professor Imrys? I can take notes—”

“Leo,” Flia said, exasperated. “We can’t just trust everything he’s saying!”

The two began to argue. Cale ignored them, frowning to himself. He was beginning to think there was something strange about the available magical knowledge in Utelia. Akkau told him there were less than ten dragons left here, but even then, dragons were a multiversal species—they had nests scattered all throughout the various worlds and could communicate between them. He’d seen the spell arrays, monstrously complex things though they were.

Though they were still less complex than baking spells, somehow. Cale wondered if he needed to talk to Akkau about this. Alternatively, he could make his way back to the ruins he’d been summoned in—something about those scriptures he’d seen outside the lair was bothering him, now that he thought about it. He hadn’t had time to look at them closely.

He had more pressing problems at the moment, though.

“Dungeons emerge from the differential gradient between universes,” Cale said, interrupting Leo and Flia. Damien looked relieved, like he’d been wondering whether he should step in. “They’re how magic attempts to balance out the multiverse. That’s why you get magical loot inside them—they’re copied over from other universes, typically stronger ones. In theory, whichever universe out there has the strongest, most developed magic doesn’t have any dungeons at all.”

Leo blinked, then immediately began scribbling in his notebook. “You’re sure about this?” he asked. “What do you mean, typically? Are there exceptions? What causes those exceptions? Have you been to the strongest universe?”

“Yes, I’m sure, and no, I’m pretty sure I haven’t,” Cale said. “And I’m not some sort of magical textbook, you know. I don’t know everything.”

Leo looked a little sheepish. “You know a lot, though.”

“That I do,” Cale agreed. “But for the record, you shouldn’t trust me, and I’m definitely going to lie at some point. I gotta have a few secrets, you know?”

Leo gave him an absolutely betrayed look, like the thought hadn’t even occurred to him. Flia looked briefly triumphant, then immediately chagrined, as if remembering they were sort of relying on Cale’s information.

“I haven’t lied to you so far, though, if it helps!” Cale added cheerfully.

“It doesn’t, because that could be a lie,” Flia said flatly. Cale grinned.

“Now you’re getting it,” he said. “Let’s get moving, though. I don’t want to stand here forever. Better if we walk and talk. Come on, let’s go! Forward march!”

“Who made you the leader?” Flia muttered sourly, but she followed along anyway as he began making his way through the labyrinth, however reluctantly. Cale examined the walls as he went, keeping an eye out for any marks and for the mana signatures he’d sensed deeper in the labyrinth.

“So!” Cale said. “The Labyrinth Plague. Like I said, it came about from an attempt to generate and control dungeons. Hugh wanted to create artificial dungeons, in other words. He was hoping to control what sort of artifacts they generated for him.”

“That’s…” Leo seemed stunned by the idea. “Did it work?”

Cale laughed. “Nope,” he said, shaking his head. “If it did, they wouldn’t have created the Labyrinth Plague.”

“Right.” Leo looked away, embarrassed.

“The theory was fine,” Cale continued. “It was never going to work the way they wanted, but you can artificially seed dungeons. The problem was that the sorceress in charge was a dark lady in hiding, and she modified the generation spell, creating the Labyrinth Plague. Long story short, it’s a contagious bit of dark magic that implants itself within any space and slowly turns it into a labyrinth.

“Now, you might wonder where the plague part of the name comes in.” Cale brushed his hands over the walls. They hadn’t come across any forks in the labyrinth yet, though there were plenty of twists and turns. He was starting to wonder if there were hidden passages he’d missed. “Every labyrinth created by the plague comes with something called the Labyrinth Seed. That’s our target—if we don’t get to and destroy the seed, it’s going to germinate and infect the school.”

“What?” Flia demanded. “I thought—How much time do we have?”

“Plenty of time,” Cale said with a shrug. “An hour, maybe two? It depends.”

“First of all, that’s not a lot of time,” Flia said, paling. Cale glanced at her, interested. How was she doing that? She was made of water. “Second, what do you mean, it depends?”

“It depends on how much we engage with the labyrinth,” he clarified. “They function the same way dungeons do. If you engage with them, it calms them down. If you were to, say, teleport out? It would accelerate the germination process. Took the Karmians a little too long to figure that one out, unfortunately. It ate up half the city before they realized how to slow it down, and most of it was gone before they could figure out how to contain it.”

“Cale,” Leo said. Cale glanced up at him. He really was huge—the minotaur was basically twice his height. He had to crane his neck just to look him in the eyes. “You said this was an attempt to create a dungeon. Are there magical artifacts here?”

“Oh, yes, probably,” Cale said cheerfully. “Now that you mention it, we should probably pick some up on the way. I bet it’ll make the professor happy…”

He trailed off, stopping in his tracks as the passage they were in came to an end. Cale stared quizzically at the inexplicable door sitting at the end of the corridor. It was made of oak, he was pretty sure, and it didn’t feel like it was magically trapped, but what was a door like this doing in the middle of the labyrinth?

Cale didn’t even recognize the symbols carved onto its surface. He frowned and rapped on the door a few times, then stepped back to eye it. “Any of you know what this says, by any chance?” he asked. “Otherwise I’m gonna open it.”

Damien and Flia both shook their heads, but Leo immediately began flipping through his notebook. “Hold on,” he said. “I think I’ve seen it before…”

Cale waited patiently as Leo flipped a few more pages, then made a noise of triumph. “I knew these notes would come in handy! Here, look.” He pointed to a page, holding it out for Cale to see. “They’re Sylnarian symbols. I don’t have enough for a complete translation, but I think this reads… danger? And then something about shadows?”

“Huh,” Cale said. “Guess we’ll watch out for the shadows. If anyone knows any light spells, now’s the time to mention it. Because, uh, I don’t have any that don’t involve melting things.”
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                    Cale does at least recognize that attempting to [Plasma Transmutation] the labyrinth might be a Bad Idea (unless you want to play a game of magical Floor is Lava, but that’s reserved for people that annoy him).

Magical Fun Fact: Cale was once asked if he actually lies a lot or if he just says that because he’s terrible at keeping secrets. Cale responded by jumping into the nearest river.

*Magical Fun Facts are subject to change and not covered by any warranty.

We’re on RS! Might post a bonus chapter to celebrate (probably next week, though.) Patreon is 10 chapters ahead, which amounts to something like 30-40k words? After the labyrinth arc JAM chapters average something like 3-4k words.

Which is pretty cool. I used to struggle to hit the chunkier chapter lengths, but I too like chapters that I can sink my teeth into (metaphorically, unlike Cale.)

Edit: I’ll be posting a bonus chapter tomorrow (Monday). Thank you for all your support! 
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                “Do we have to go through this door?” Damien asked quietly, raising a hand. “Maybe we missed a pathway or something.”

“We didn’t,” Leo said, to Cale’s surprise. “This is a unicursal labyrinth. It doesn’t have any branching paths.”

Cale blinked. “Is that a thing? I thought all labyrinths were just mazes,” he said. “Wait, how do you know that?”

Leo hesitated, then mumbled something under his breath. Cale blinked, unsure if he’d heard that correctly. “Did you just say you have labyrinth instincts?”

“It’s not…” Leo sighed. “I’ll tell you about it some other time, if you really want to know, but in short, yes. Sort of. This is all actually pretty uncomfortable for me. Feels like an itch in my brain.” He shook his head. “I’d like to get through this as quickly as possible, if that’s okay with you all.”

“Fine with me,” Cale said, eyeing Leo curiously. He was hiding something, but then all of them were, really. “Seriously, though, light spells? Anyone?”

Silence. All three of the other students stared at him dubiously. Eventually, Flia spoke.

“This is the Astral Wing,” she said. “You know what that means, don’t you?”

“I’ve been in this world for like two hours, so no, absolutely not.”

“What do you mean in this wo—” Flia cut herself off, letting out an aggrieved sigh. “Right, I forgot I need to just ignore you every time something crazy comes out of your mouth.”

“That’s probably wise,” Cale agreed helpfully. Flia gave him a look that said he was probably being a lot less helpful than he thought, though.

Eh. Agree to disagree.

After a moment, she sighed. “Students of the Astral Wing are all magically stunted in some way,” Flia said, looking a little uncomfortable with her own phrasing. “Most of us have difficulty casting anything from the Standard Array, even with the Gift.”

“The Standard Array?” Cale asked.

“A list of basic spells that every mage is expected to know,” Flia said, giving him an odd look. “It helps standardize our capabilities for potential employers. Every mage has a specialty of some sort, but we’re all expected to know the Standard Array.”

“Huh.” That was a little strange, as far as Cale was concerned, but then magic tended to be less easily available in most of the worlds he visited. The Gift probably made it a lot easier to standardize magic, though he felt that made things a little boring.

Good thing he was here to shake things up a bit.

“Isn’t the whole point of the Gift that it can adapt to the mana you feed it?” Cale asked. He’d more or less figured out the deal with the Astral Wing, but his assumption had been that the students in it were dangerous, not that they couldn’t cast basic spells at all. They were kind of like him, in a way.

Flia nodded. “Yes, and it does,” she said. “None of us are incapable of magic the way we might be if we didn’t have the Gift. But we get a very specific, limited set of spells, and we can’t graduate without being able to complete the Standard Array.”

“Feels a bit shortsighted.”

“It is what it is,” Flia grunted. She looked resigned. “[Bestow Light] is part of the Standard Array, so no, none of us can cast it. We don’t have any spells that create light as a side effect, either, unless one of you has something I don’t know about?”

She glanced at the others, but Damien and Leo only shook their heads. Cale raised a hand. “I have an eighth tier spell that lets me turn things into plasma, which technically creates light,” he said brightly.

Flia opened her mouth, then closed it again and just nodded tiredly. “You know what? Sure.”

“So what kind of magic can you two do?” Cale asked. Both Flia and Leo began studiously avoiding his gaze, so he continued, undeterred. “Damien’s stuck with decay spells, I know that much. What about you two?”

“It’s a little rude to ask that, just so you know,” Flia muttered under her breath, but it was more perfunctory than anything else; evidently, she’d given up on expecting him to follow anything approaching societal convention. Cale waited for a beat, almost expecting the Gift to give him another level in [Blabbermouth], but nothing happened. Instead, Flia drew back slightly and pointed a finger at the floor.

“[Spray],” she intoned. Water sprayed out of her finger.

Cale watched the puddle on the floor for a moment, then tilted his head. “Is something supposed to happen?”

Flia rummaged about in her satchel. “Watch,” she said. She pulled out a stick, then slowly pushed it into the puddle. Cale watched with interest as the stick slowly disappeared, inch by inch, until it was completely submerged.

“Do you keep a stick with you just to demonstrate this?” Cale asked curiously.

Flia glared at him as if he’d said something terribly offensive. “This is my wand.”

[Blabbermouth] has reached level 5!

Ah, there it was. Cale coughed awkwardly. “Sorry,” he said. “It really just kind of looked like a stick.”

[Blabbermouth] has reached level 6!

“I should probably stop talking,” he said. Flia glared at him for a moment longer, then just sighed.

“Whatever,” she said. She glanced back at her wand, her lips twitching slightly. “…It does kind of just look like a stick, doesn’t it?”

“Technically, all wands are just sticks,” Cale agreed, relieved. Flia’s lips twitched again before she let out what sounded like a very un-Flia-like giggle. Cale raised an eyebrow. “Was that—”

“I have a deep-sea attunement,” Flia said quickly. “Any water I generate leads into an endless abyss of water. It’s a rare attunement, so we don’t know much about it, but among my people it’s known as the Leviathan’s Curse.”

“Okay,” Cale said after a moment, slightly thrown by the change in subject. “And this is a problem because…”

“Because it’s a sticky attunement,” Flia said with a sigh. “Most of us Astrals have those. We can’t attune our cores to anything else, so we’re stuck with the Gift giving us spells in one specific area. My family—they’re healers, Cale. I can’t heal with a deep-sea attunement. I can barely cast normal water spells without endangering the people around me.”

Cale frowned in thought. He’d met people with deep-sea attuned cores before, and the spells they cast had never quite manifested like this. They tended to be mages that wielded enormous volumes of water at any given time, not mages whose spells created portals into the deep sea.

That thing about it being called the Leviathan’s Curse, though? That was interesting. It wasn’t often Cale heard anything about the Leviathan. It preferred to keep to itself, nesting between universes in an endless abyss of water.

Which, now that he thought about it, sounded a lot like what Flia’s magic was doing. Cale knelt by the puddle, poking at it experimentally. It felt like regular water. He cupped his hands around some of it.

“What are you doing?” Flia asked.

At the same time, Damien made a strangled sort of noise. “Cale, didn’t we say you weren’t going to—”

Cale licked the water, then took a tentative sip. He made a face. “Salty,” he remarked.

“Cale, you need to stop eating magic,” Damien groaned.

Flia stared. “Are you saying he’s done it before?”

“He ate my decay mana,” Damien mumbled.

“He what.”

“Is that possible?” Leo asked. “What happened to him?”

“Nothing,” Damien said. “He claims he’s immune—Cale!”

While they were talking, Cale had shoved his entire face into the puddle, shaping careful barriers around his eyes so the salt water wouldn’t blind him. It wasn’t as dark as an endless water dimension might have been, but only because there was something there, emitting light.

Then both Flia and Damien wrenched him out of the puddle. Flia dispelled the remnants of her magic before he could try to dive into it again. “Hey!” Cale complained. “I was about to try talking to the Leviathan!”

“You were what,” Flia said. “No. Absolutely not. You know what? I’m not casting spells around you anymore.”

“But—”

“You, of all people, are not going to talk to the Leviathan,” Flia said. “You’re going to get us all killed.”

“I would not,” Cale huffed. He didn’t argue, though. It wasn’t like he was going to be able to convince them of anything—his plan probably did sound borderline insane, from their perspective.

He’d get an opportunity eventually. Or he might have to do more research. He felt like there might be something he was forgetting about this whole Leviathan’s Curse thing.

“I could tell you about my core,” Leo offered, looking a bit uncomfortable. Cale brightened instantly.

“For the record, I know you’re distracting me, and it’s absolutely working,” he said. “Continue.”

“The Gift only allows me to learn labyrinth-related spells,” Leo explained. “I have a sticky attunement, like Flia, but mine is labyrinth-attuned. It’s why I was so unhappy with Imrys sending us here. I’m supposed to be trying to attune outside my base attunement.”

“Is that why you looked so depressed when we were thrown in here?” Cale asked.

Leo sighed. “Yes,” he said. “I didn’t want to get too into it, but we minotaurs have a complicated relationship with labyrinths. Labyrinth-attuned cores are… they’re very rare, and they’re also very dangerous, at least for our kind.”

Cale frowned. “Why?”

“We call it the Impetus of Asterion.” Leo gripped his book bag a little more tightly, avoiding his gaze. “Every minotaur experiences it. They’re the labyrinth instincts I was talking about—we feel a pull toward labyrinths and labyrinth-like structures, and we have an instinctive grasp of how they work.”

“That doesn’t sound like that much of a problem,” Cale said, but Leo shook his head.

“I’m an exception,” he said. “My core mitigates the worst of the Impetus. For most other minotaurs, it’s much worse. They start to lose their minds if left in a labyrinth for too long. The Impetus consumes them and leaves them with nothing more than the instinct to wander the labyrinth they’re in.”

“Ah.” Cale was silent for a moment. “And you can’t just avoid casting spells, can you?”

“No.” Leo glanced down, and though he tried to hide it, Cale could see he was starting to shake slightly. His grip on his book bag was hard enough now that his knuckles were slowly turning white. “Labyrinth magic does trigger the Impetus, but because it’s my base attunement, just being around any other minotaur carries a risk of inflicting them with labyrinth madness. It wasn’t as bad when I was a child, but once my core developed, it… it started affecting the people around me.”

Flia reached up and put a hand on Leo’s arm as if to reassure him. Slowly, the trembling eased, although the pain in Leo’s voice didn’t.

“I can’t be around any of my own kind,” he said. “I can’t even visit the nearest cities or towns for fear of running into another minotaur. My parents—”

He cut himself off, unable to finish the sentence. Flia watched him for a moment, then spoke.

“Do you want me to tell him?” she asked, her voice surprisingly gentle. When Leo nodded slowly, she turned to Cale, and he saw that despite her tone, there was something hard and steely in her eyes. “His parents tried to kill him.”

Cale froze. “What.”

“Like I said, just being around me comes with the risk of inflicting labyrinth madness on any minotaur around me,” Leo said quietly, slumping back against one of the walls of the labyrinth. “Not only that, but the Gift tends to give anyone with a labyrinth core a lot of aurics. They knew it was only a matter of time before I became a danger to the whole village. I don’t think they were actually planning to do it, but my core must have been leaking particularly badly that day, and one thing led to another…”

He took a deep breath. “If my neighbors hadn’t decided to visit that day, I might be dead,” he said, trying his best to seem impassive. Flia was giving him a hard stare, although Leo didn’t seem to notice; neither of them caught the way Cale’s hands balled into fists. “They managed to snap mom and dad out of it. After that, they decided to send me to the Academy to see if I could control or change my core. We’re trying to do a full core realignment—my attunement isn’t so sticky that it’s impossible, just really hard.”

Leo’s expression turned frustrated, then. “Which is why Imrys shouldn’t have put us here,” he said. “I need to talk to Akkau about this once we get out. Just… don’t ask me to use any of my magic in the meantime, please. If I cast even a single spell in here, I’m going to lose weeks of progress. Maybe months.”

“I see,” Cale said. “Can you tell me what your parents did that day, exactly?”

“There was a knife.” Leo grimaced, clearly uncomfortable. “I don’t want to get into it. Can we move on?”

“In a moment. Will they be coming to the Academy?”

“Why are you so stuck on this?” Leo asked, raising his voice slightly. “They joined the Red Hunters, so yes, probably! But I don’t… I’m not going to see them, okay? They don’t want to see me, either. We both know what could happen. Don’t worry about it.”

“Sure,” Cale said. He turned and pulled the door open. “All right. Let’s move, then.”

He lifted a hand and summoned a ball of mana, and as the other three students watched, he began to pack more and more magic into it. He might not have had a dedicated light spell, but all mana had a sort of innate glow—he could accomplish the same thing a light spell did just by throwing enough mana at the problem.

You have learned [Bestow Light]!

Cale glanced at the message from the Gift, then kept walking. They needed to get to the Labyrinth Seed to get this test over with, and he wasn’t about to let some shadows get in his way.

After that, he was going to find out everything he could about these so-called Red Hunters.

—

Damien stared after Cale as he walked. Flia and Leo were equally speechless, but they seemed more focused on the mana-ball than anything—conjuring enough mana to make light without using a spell for it was… well, it was an enormous waste of mana for any mage.

But that wasn’t what bothered him. He hadn’t known Cale for all that long, but there was something in him that changed the moment Leo mentioned his parents and what they’d intended for him. Like a light had gone out in his eyes.

Or like a mask had slipped.

Damien hoped against hope that Cale wasn’t planning anything stupid. If he acted out while the Red Hunters were here, there was a good chance it wouldn’t just be him that took the fall. They were looking for reasons to abolish the Astral Wing as it was—Akkau was the only one standing in their way, and the Headmaster had seemed more and more… frail wasn’t the right word for it, but Damien didn’t know how else to put it. It was like there was something weighing on him.

Though strangely enough, that weight had seemed much lighter earlier, when Akkau was talking to Cale. Damien furrowed his brows slightly at that realization, then hurried after the others.

He’d have to talk to Cale later. Make sure the human didn’t do anything too dangerous when the Red Hunters were around.

Come to think of it, Cale hadn’t explained what his anomaly was, had he?

Damien wasn’t quite sure what to make of that.
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                    Magical Fun Fact: Mana aspects come in varying levels of stickiness. Collect them all* for a full set!

*Do not do this.

In which we get to see a little more of Cale’s character outside the part of him that’s just trying to have fun. This was a pretty fun chapter to work on! Early drafts of this chapter weren’t bad but didn’t necessarily work; a big part of what eventually made it click was, funny enough, re-watching Frieren. There’s something to be said for how it manages to make characters compelling within a relatively short period of time, and that’s part of what I tried to capture here.

(In one of the early drafts, Flia’s curse was that the seafoam part of her magic was just teeth. I have a habit of invoking teeth a lot when I want to do horror! …But it didn’t really intersect with her character at all, it was just teeth.

To be fair, teeth are terrifying.)

Thanks to everyone that left a rating or a review! It means a lot that you took the time. I thought I’d gotten used to the random 0.5s as an author, but it turns out they still sting a bit when it’s on a story that’s gone through so much tuning, haha. I got a couple back-to-back right as I woke up this morning. Didn’t even get to see what rank I was at before it happened, alas!

Still early days, though. Thank you all for reading! I hope you’re having as much fun as I am with writing it. I also have a Patreon that I’m keeping 10 chapters/30k++ words ahead, if you want to read more right away.



I’ll be doing some shoutouts from time to time, partly to give back and partly to support authors and books I like. I think my policy with shouts for this book is that I’m going to be transparent about why the shout is happening (if it’s part of a swap, etc) and I’m also going to read the book and share some of my thoughts. These will generally focus on things I like about the books - I don’t want to jumpscare an author with a negative opinion, and also my approach with media in general these days is that I’ve found I have a much better time with both enjoying stories and with improving my writing when I’m focusing on what aspects of a book work.

All that said - first one is for Mark Arrows, writing Die Trying. It’s part of a shout swap, but I’ve also been a fan of his work since 12 Miles Below, which is a great story. I think it was one of the works that really introduced me to RR. I’ve read about 10 chapters of it so far. In fact, I opened it again to read more and write this note and got smacked in the face with this amazing line out of context:


“OI, BAMPOT WITH THE WEE LIGHT!” A girl’s voice called down the tunnel, where the other light was moving around. “YOU STILL AMONG THE LIVING OR WHAT? SAY FECK IF YER STILL ALIVE!”





I’m still reeling, haha, One of the things I struggle with is writing accents.

Anyway! A lot of the early fun/drive in Die Trying comes from Wade interacting with his system-appointed (sassy, sarcastic, emoji-using) guide. After that it’s got elements of litrpg crunch that’s all about exploiting system mechanics, which I am partial to because I’ve worked in game development. I haven’t gotten to any of the extraction elements yet, but it should be pretty cool to see how that impacts Wade going forward!
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DIE TRYING [A Roguelite Extraction LitRPG]





Jump into a savage fantasy deathworld. Smuggle magical loot and refugees back to Earth. Try not to die in the process.



Michael Wade’s only goal in life was to get rich or die trying - and that’s gotten a lot more literal recently.



Stuck in retail hell with debt, rent and crippling guilt, his days were spent paycheck to paycheck between broke and completely screwed.



Until a desperate god offers him the ultimate side hustle: running a nightly smuggling operation between his bedroom and another world entirely. One filled with spells, treasure, and as much magical contraband as he can stuff into his pockets.



Just one problem: It’s no place for tourists. Shaped from calamity after calamity, Azdrial has transformed into the ultimate deathworld. If the people there don’t kill Wade, the land itself sure will.



But with a reality-bending video game System to exploit, past gaming years as a min/maxing fanatic, and a chaotic god texting him questionably useful advice - he might just stand a chance.



And he’s gonna need it - because his starting location is marked ‘Lethal Difficulty.’



––– What to expect –––



> A focus on discovering different fun builds each dive, instead of one optimal forever-build.

> Stats that matter, rational characters, rules-as-written exploits

> A magic system that’s simple to understand, but very dangerous to use.

> Tax evasion.





Written by the author of 12 Miles Below. 

Book 1 completely written out, Book 2 halfway through.

Updates daily for 2 months



Give it a shot :]
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                Cale hadn’t quite managed to calm down by the time they encountered the first shadeling.

About twenty paces into the corridor past the door, the shadows in the corridors began to lengthen unnaturally. Without Cale’s light source, it probably wouldn’t have been noticeable—the natural lighting in the labyrinth was sparse and flickering at best, comprised of a number of old, half-rotted torches set into the wall. The shadows, as a result, were constantly moving, cast across an assortment of old pottery that lined the hall.

With the mana ball, those shadows were thrown into sharp relief, which made it exceptionally obvious when one was different from the others. Every so often, a shadow would lag behind the rest, not quite able to change in time with the light Cale was carrying with him.

Cale recognized the phenomenon instantly. This was a relatively standard shadeling infestation.

That was a bit of a relief, really. He knew what they were and how to deal with them, which was a step above being completely in the dark. Not being able to read the warning on the door had worried him slightly. As exciting as it usually was when he encountered something new, this labyrinth had formed out of the Karmian Well. Anything new here had a good chance of killing one of his classmates before he figured it out.

Fortunately, shadelings alone weren’t too much of a danger. Cale stepped around them carefully and directed the others to do the same.

“They’re known as shadelings,” he said. “No relation to dreadshades, if anyone’s wondering.” He glanced at Damien, who looked relieved. “Think ambush predators that hide using shadows. They’re a bit like mimics, actually, except mimics physically turn into a copy of the object they’re mimicking. Shadelings consume and take over the shadow, although they’re not very good at it.”

To demonstrate, he waved his mana ball near one of the decorative vases that lined the hall. The shadow attached to it froze in place, as if it wasn’t quite sure what direction to move in. It tried one direction, then the other…

And then it squished in on itself, as though it was dizzy or pouting. Either way, it had given up trying to predict Cale’s movements. Cale chuckled and moved his mana ball away to give it a bit of a break.

“Too bad I don’t have any food with me,” he said. “They’re kind of cute when they’re eating, believe it or not.”

He glanced back at the others, only to find all three of them looking a bit queasy. Cale raised an eyebrow, then snapped his fingers. “Right,” he said. “They do emit a sort of low-level psychic field designed to make their prey uncomfortable. A basic mana barrier will dispel most of the effects. They’re not as dangerous as they seem, don’t worry. You’ll pretty much be fine as long as you don’t step on them.”

“What happens if we do step on them?” Damien asked, looking a bit nervous.

Cale frowned. “Don’t,” he said simply.

“Shouldn’t we get rid of them or something?” Leo grunted. He still seemed frustrated, though Cale said nothing about it. “I don’t know if I’m comfortable leaving these things lying around. What if they break out and infest the school?”

Cale sighed. “They’re not doing anything wrong. I’m not going to slaughter them all just because they might be dangerous.”

“But they might hurt a student,” Leo said.

“And?” Cale asked. “So could any of us. That’s the whole point of the Astral Wing, isn’t it? Keeping the dangerous students contained.”

Leo opened his mouth, then frowned and closed it again. He had nothing to say to that.

“Try feeding one of them sometime,” Cale said. “Trust me, they’re a lot cuter when they’re eating, as long as they’re not eating a person. They like meat, preferably heavily salted. Believe it or not, they’re a pretty popular pet in the Lower Fossils.”

Leo looked like he wanted to argue—he clenched his fists, clearly annoyed—but forced himself to take a deep breath. Damien still seemed uncomfortable, though he said nothing about it.

Flia… was rummaging about in her satchel. Cale watched as she somehow retrieved an enormous steak from within its depths, then blinked.

“That doesn’t seem sanitary,” he said.

“Shut up,” she told him, rolling her eyes. “It’s perfectly sanitary if the bag has the right enchantments, and I still come from a family of water elementals.”

She crouched down next to the shadeling, tore off a chunk of meat, and then tossed it onto the shadeling. A moment later, the shadow coalesced—collecting itself into a tiny, four-legged creature with white eyes and a jagged mouth. It was probably about the same size as one of Leo’s fists, and it was adorable.

Then its mouth opened into a gaping maw larger than its own head, and it swallowed the entire chunk of meat. Damien and Leo both looked alarmed and took a step back, but Flia seemed enchanted by the display.

“It’s so cute,” she said. “You said there are people that keep them as pets? How do you tame one?”

Cale blinked again, then triple-checked what he was seeing. None of the others had a barrier up, and both Leo and Damien were definitely affected by that passive effect emitted by the shadelings.

As far as he could tell, Flia… wasn’t.

“You have to let it take over the shadow of something that belongs to you,” Cale said after a moment. “It helps if you have something like [Bond Familiar], but if you don’t, any sufficiently powerful magic item will appease them until you can get to a certified mage.”

“So I can give it my bag,” Flia said. Leo gaped at her.

“You can’t do that!” he said. “What if it attacks someone? Or-or what if it reproduces?”

“Shadelings don’t reproduce,” Cale said, causing Leo to glare at him. He shrugged. “What? They don’t. It’s the shadeling queen that reproduces. They can’t do it without their queen, and we’re going to have to get rid of the queen to get through the dungeon.”

“We are?” Flia asked, looking up from where she’d started petting the shadeling. Cale almost did a double-take—that thing had started purring. He hadn’t even known shadelings could purr. “Will that hurt this little guy?”

“No,” Cale said. “They had to cull shadeling queens in the Lower Fossils, too. They have an almost parasitic relationship. Shadeling queens spend most of their lives dormant and hibernating. They only wake when they get hungry, and when they do, they send out a signal to all the shadelings in their territory to go berserk and hunt prey to bring back.”

“So they are dangerous,” Leo almost growled. Cale glanced up at him, brows furrowing slightly.

“Why haven’t any of you put up a barrier yet, by the way?” he asked. “I can see they’re affecting you. Except Flia, for some reason.”

The elemental in question was already gently ushering the shadeling toward the shadow of the bag she wore. She glanced briefly up at her name, then went right back to it.

“We can’t.” It was Damien that answered, albeit a little reluctantly. “We’ve been focusing most of our efforts on attunement, since our raw mana is dangerous to the people around us.”

“Really?” Cale tilted his head. “But barriers are basic mana manipulation. You should get some practice in with them even if you’re focusing on attunement—not only will it make it easier to attune, but it’ll solve any issues you have with mana leakage.”

“What are you talking about?” Leo asked. “Barriers only hold mana leakage while they’re active. The moment they drop, it all floods out and makes the problem worse.”

“Well, yeah,” Cale said. “That’s why you don’t drop the barrier.”

The others all stared at him. Even Flia looked up.

“Cale,” Leo said. “What are you talking about? No mage keeps a barrier up all the time. We need to sleep.”

“So keep the barrier up while sleeping.”

“You can’t—” Leo stopped mid-sentence. “Are you saying you do this?”

“Yes?”

“Cale, that’s not normal,” Flia spoke up. “Mages can’t… that’s not an easy skill to just learn. It would take us years, if that’s even possible.”

“I’ve heard of mages that can sleep-cast, but not with barriers,” Leo said.

Damien, for the most part, just looked thoughtful.

“Huh.” Cale frowned. He’d mastered constant barrier maintenance so long ago that he didn’t really remember if it was difficult. “My bad, then. Here.”

He poured some of his mana into shaping some new barriers for his classmates. They were a little clunky, of course—Cale couldn’t exactly make them skin-tight and keep up with all their movement—but a vague box-shaped barrier was enough to help both Leo and Damien relax.

Flia simply went right back to coaxing the shadeling into her bag, apparently intent on acquiring a new pet.

“She does that sometimes,” Damien offered awkwardly. “She’ll be back to normal in a minute.”

“Oh, I’m not worried about it,” Cale said, chuckling. “It’s just… interesting. Is she normally this good with magical creatures?”

“Believe it or not,” Leo said. “She’s usually better.”

 



 

It took about two minutes before they were ready to move on, which was the amount of time it took Flia to coax the shadeling into the shadow of her satchel. Cale estimated that meant they had about thirty minutes left before the Labyrinth Seed erupted, which was plenty of time, as long as they didn’t run into too many new obstacles.

It was enough time for Leo to calm down the rest of the way. Cale saw the minotaur repeatedly glancing his way, then swallow the rest of his irritation and ask the question that had apparently been on his mind this whole time.

“Why was there a warning on that door?” he asked. “Has someone been through this labyrinth before?”

“I doubt it,” Cale said. “Dungeons are the same way, remember? They have challenge rooms, and challenge rooms are usually preceded by a hint as to what they contain. It’s a good thing you had notes on Sylnarian, or one of us might’ve lost a leg.”

Leo looked like he was getting a bit excited. “If this is a challenge, then does that mean…”

“We’ll probably find some kind of artifact, yes,” Cale said. “We’ll bring it back for the Professor to examine. I can hold it in a barrier until we close the labyrinth.”

“Um,” Damien said, raising a hand. “Are we going to be able to beat the shadeling queen?”

“First of all, you don’t have to raise your hand to talk to me,” Cale said, poking him. “And second, we’ll be fine. I’ve got a plan.”

 



 

The shadeling queen was an enormous web of shadows that clung to every corner of a massive chamber. The labyrinth’s corridors had opened rather abruptly into it, with no rhyme or reason. Cale stopped Leo a moment before the minotaur would have stepped on the edge of the queen, then stared at the mass in front of him contemplatively.

She was definitely hibernating, but her shadows were keeping the door on the opposite end of the chamber shut, which meant they would have to wake her to get through. He’d figured as much, but it was good to get confirmation.

[Plasma Transmutation] would turn the entire floor into plasma. [Decay Bite] had similar issues, in the sense that he had no idea what it would turn into if he tried to use it—if it tried to decay the labyrinth, there was a chance it would unleash everything inside.

Cale was really looking forward to trying out a new spell, though, and he’d had enough time to calm down that he was finally excited about [Bestow Light]. He had no idea what that was going to turn into. Some sort of light spell, of course, but what?

Shadelings were weak to very powerful sources of light. Shadeling queens had that same weakness multiplied tenfold—they were most often found within the deepest tunnels of a shadeling nest, where no light could reach. As far as Cale understood, the universe the species had originally developed in was shrouded in perpetual darkness, hence their aversion to light.

Then that universe had experienced a universal breach, and… well, here they were.

“Stand back,” he said cheerfully. His classmates were all staring at him curiously. He supposed he hadn’t actually told them anything about himself and what he could do, had he? He’d only really shown off his knowledge, not his magic.

In fairness, Cale had no idea what would happen if he tried to show off his magic, especially if it was with a new spell. But that was part of the fun!

“I got [Bestow Light] just now,” he added, as if that would help. The others stared at him.

“Um…” Damien said. “Does that… help? With a shadeling queen?”

“I have no idea.” Cale grinned. “Only one way to find out!”

“I thought you said you had a plan,” Leo protested.

“And I do! The plan is to find out what happens if I try to cast [Bestow Light].” Cale began to concentrate, feeding his mana carefully into the spell construct. He didn’t need to create another eighth-tier spell for this; it was just a shadeling queen, not a demon lord.

It was hard, pushing in even less mana than he had into [Burn], but he was pretty sure he managed it. The tiniest scrap of mana he could manage, poured into a basic, light-generating spell.

Mana overload detected! Attempting to compensate…

Well, that much he’d expected. Cale waited patiently, then thought of something. “Oh,” he said. “You should probably cover your eyes just in case. And keep your bag in shade, Flia.”

“It’s just [Bestow Light],” Leo said, although Flia almost immediately moved behind him so she could hide in his shadow. “Why would we need—”

Adjusting spell construct…

[Bestow Light] has evolved into [Starlight Font]!

[Starlight Font, Level 1] [Seventh Tier (Unique), Active] [1.0e25 Mana]

Create a font of pure starlight that draws its flame from the heart of the closest living star.

Cale stared at the spell description for a moment. He hadn’t even known Utelia had living stars.

Then the spell activated, and he watched as what looked like a crystalline bottle manifested above the web of shadows that represented the shadeling queen. It hovered in the air for a moment, as if hesitating, before a tiny, pin-sized hole appeared inside it.

From that tiny hole, living flame poured forth, trapped only by a bottle of pure mana. The crystal almost seemed to warp under the pressure, twisting and turning until it turned into something akin to a living flame itself. The light it cast on the chamber grew and grew until it seared into the walls around them.

The shadeling queen screamed.

“Huh,” Cale said. “Oops.”

 



 

Cale briefly considered waiting for the light show to end, but it didn’t seem like it was likely to happen any time soon. The bottle he conjured was perfectly willing to sit there like a tiny, miniature sun. He was pretty sure it would’ve burned all four of them if not for the barriers he’d stuck around the others. Good thing for that.

He really wished his spells were less destructive, but this was still more than he could do with mana alone. He was pleased with that. Maybe he’d be able to come back and collect the bottle later, as a sort of souvenir.

“We’re going to need to move,” Cale said casually. Barrier-tuning was an easy enough skill to master, at least; he turned them more opaque, mostly so his companions would be able to see.

“Cale,” Leo said, his voice trembling slightly. “What the fuck was that?”

“[Starlight Font], apparently?” Cale answered, already picking his way through the remains of the shadeling queen. She’d left behind a lot of dust when she dissolved. “Really though, we should hurry. We’ve got about twenty minutes before the Seed starts to germinate, and we really don’t want a second Labyrinth Plague.”

“I thought you said you were going to cast [Bestow Light],” Damien said.

Cale nodded. “I also said I can’t do magic properly, same as you three,” he said cheerfully. “Or, well, I might have only said it to you. Can’t remember. That’s why I’m here! So I can learn magic.” He frowned. “This one’s a little too destructive, though.”

“What exactly is your anomaly?” Flia asked carefully. Cale grinned.

“I thought you said it was rude to ask,” he said flippantly. He saw her try and fail to scowl, clutching her satchel protectively to her side—she was trying to protect the shadeling from the Font, he noticed. He could respect that. “I can’t cast most spells, if you must know. The spell constructs can’t handle the amount of mana I have. Akkau said that if I learn ‘elemental resonance’ or whatever I’ll be able to better control the kind of spells I make, so that’s what I’m here to do.”

“But if you can do… that… what kind of spells are you trying to learn?” Flia asked, swallowing.

Cale tilted his head. “Baking spells, obviously,” he said, as if the question was ridiculous.

Then he kept walking, leaving the other three sputtering behind him.

            
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from SilverLinings
                        

                    

                    Doctor Who fans will likely notice a similarity to the Vashta Nerada from Silence in the Library/Forest of the Dead, probably one of my favorite episodes of the show. They’re not the same shadow creature, but pretty close! These ones can be turned into marketable plushies.

(There is currently no intent to turn them into marketable plushies.)

Fun Fact: The Lower Fossils are named for being one of the few realms located entirely ‘underground’, at least insofar as no mage has ever made their way to anything that can be called a surface. Scholars theorize that the realm emerged from the fossilized remains of one of the many beasts that lurk in the planar Abyss.

Fun facts like these are mostly just notes I’m not sure will make their way into the main story. Anything canonized in the text overrides them, but I figured they might be fun to talk about from time to time!

(I have a Patreon! It’s 10 chapters and ~30k words ahead. I’ve also updated the Patreon link in preparation for re-opening my Discord server.)



                



Chapter 10 — Ancient Artifacts, Pt 5


                Just outside the exit to the chamber was a marble pedestal, with what looked like some sort of bronze grail sitting on top of it. Cale gave it a cursory inspection. Just because dungeons typically rewarded artifacts after challenge rooms didn’t mean those rewards were never trapped.

This one, as far as he could tell, was only minimally magical and unlikely to be cursed. It probably had some sort of minor water-purifying effect or the like—artifacts with base utility like that weren’t uncommon. He grabbed it, made sure it didn’t set him on fire, then handed it to Flia.

“Hold on to that,” he said absently. Cale extended his senses further down the corridor just in case any more shadelings were present, wishing he’d been able to bring any of his usual kit with him when he was summoned. It would be nice to have a satchel of his own. Who knew when he’d be able to buy one with a holding effect like Flia’s?

Then again, it was probably for the best that Flia hold on to it. Cale really wanted to test [Identify Artifact], and after what had just happened, he was a little worried he’d make his classmates pass out if the spell evolved into something overly dramatic again. They were still staring and whispering behind him.

There was also the fact that Imrys might actually try to kill him if he cast it without her watching. He hadn’t known her for long enough to say for sure, but considering that look she’d given him…

He shuddered.

Imrys was almost certainly watching everything they were doing. Hopefully, what he’d displayed so far was enough to pass her “test.”

Only one way to find out, though. They still needed to get out of this thing.

“Uh, sir?”

Cale glanced back at the others. They’d stopped whispering, but Damien was raising a hand again and waiting for permission to speak, as if he was a professor. Cale wrinkled his nose. This always happened.

“Seriously, you don’t need to raise your hand to talk to me,” he said. “And definitely don’t call me sir. What is it?”

Damien seemed distracted. “Wait, why are you wearing that… thing?” he asked, pointing at his face.

Cale blinked, genuinely surprised. He’d been expecting a question about his mana, or about the spell he’d cast. “Which thing?” he asked. “You mean my sunglasses? I don’t know, it felt appropriate.”

“Sunglasses?” Flia asked in disbelief. “Those are barriers.”

Cale nodded. “Tinted barriers in the shape of sunglasses,” he said patiently. “To help me see. It was kind of bright back there. They aren’t polarized, though; you can’t polarize a barrier.”

Probably? Cale frowned. He’d never tried, now that he thought about it. His last attempt to experiment with his barriers had ended in dismal failure, and he’d been disheartened ever since. (Barriers, it turned out, couldn’t be used to telekinetically fly—they were anchored to their casters, so while they could be used to make other objects or people float, he couldn’t do the same for himself.)

“Polarized?” Flia frowned at him, then sighed and shook her head. “You know what? Nevermind. We just wanted to say thanks. For getting us through that.”

“One of us might have died otherwise,” Leo muttered. Damien nodded rapidly beside him.

“Oh,” Cale said, entirely unsure what to do with this. “I’m sure Imrys would have pulled you out if that was going to happen.

“She absolutely wouldn’t,” Flia deadpanned. Damien nodded even more furiously, and Leo just gestured pointedly at the labyrinth that surrounded them.

“Huh. In that case, you’re welcome,” Cale said. He did a quick check for time. “Let’s have a quick break before we move on, shall we? I’m thirsty.”

 



 

The next set of corridors was marked by frequent water breaks, enough that the others were starting to give him strange looks. Cale ignored them, keeping a careful eye on the few mana signatures he could track through the labyrinth instead—the next two were coming up soon, as far as he could tell. One more challenge room, and then they’d be at the Labyrinth Seed.

Sure enough, another door showed up in their path. Cale examined it briefly. It seemed like it was made of… maple? Which was notable, though it didn’t signify anything that he knew of. It came with another set of symbols, too. Thankfully, these ones were in Karmian, and he could interpret the warning just fine.

He turned to Flia. “You don’t happen to have some yarn in that bag, do you?”

Flia stared at him for a moment, then sighed and began rummaging around in her satchel. “Like this?” she asked uncertainly, producing a non-magical ball of yarn that looked like it had seen some use.

Cale beamed and took it. “Perfect,” he said, pushing open the door. “This should only take a second.”

Flia watched Cale as he began to walk ahead, then turned to the other two students. “I’m not getting that back, am I?” she asked, resigned.

“Nope,” Leo said.

“I don’t… think so,” Damien said more hesitantly.

Flia sighed. “I figured.”

Cale grinned to himself. They were learning!

Excellent.

 



 

Leo found himself frozen in place a few twisting corridors later, staring at a monster that stood on the opposite end of the next chamber.

“That’s… that’s a sphinx,” Leo said nervously. It was sitting right in front of the exit, and it radiated with sheer, awe-inspiring magical power—greater than even the [Starlight Font] Cale had summoned some ten or so minutes ago. Leo was convinced the sheer pressure it exerted was greater than even Akkau’s strength. What was something like that doing here, of all places?

A sphinx was a living mythology. They belonged to the same category of being as Asterion, the mythology that was the source of the very same curse that plagued his people. He’d done more research on mythologies than most for that reason, hoping against hope that there was some way to destroy or unmake them, but everything he’d found told him it was impossible.

Mythologies were beings that traded away part of their free will in exchange for enormous, unspeakable power. How they came about was hotly debated among scholars, but how they worked was simple: a mythology had to obey a set of strict rules. They had free will otherwise, but the entirety of their existences were bound by those rules. A djinn had to fulfil wishes, a sphinx had to ask riddles, and so on.

If nothing else, this sphinx wasn’t a named mythology the way Asterion was… but that was a small comfort.

No defensive magic would work against them. No offensive magic could penetrate their shells, either. Not even Cale’s ridiculous powers would work against it—it didn’t matter if the human could summon a star into being, not against a living mythology. 

There was a part of Leo’s that was bucking wildly inside him, and for the first time, he was thankful for his attunement. If not for the defense it provided, he was certain the Impetus would have taken him over entirely then. It did not like the presence of an opposing mythology.

“We need a plan,” Leo said, his voice hoarser than he expected. “I think—I think I read a few books on common sphinx riddles. She probably won’t repeat any riddles we already know, but if we can figure out how she thinks—”

“Um,” Damien said, interrupting him. “Cale already left.”

“He what—Cale!” Leo hissed, alarmed. The human was walking into the chamber like there wasn’t a giant death-cat waiting on the other end. He didn’t even look concerned! Instead, he was holding out that ball of yarn like it would protect him…

As Leo watched, Cale waved the ball of yarn, then threw it off to the side. Leo gaped. What was that going to—

The sphinx pounced, causing the entirety of the labyrinth to shake, and Leo stared in complete disbelief as—against all odds—the sphinx began to purr and play with that ball of yarn.

Flia sighed. She didn’t even sound surprised anymore. “I knew I wasn’t getting the yarn back,” she muttered.

“What… but…” Leo sputtered.

Cale glanced back and raised an eyebrow. “What?” he said, taking in Leo’s befuddled expression. “They’re still cats.”

“But how could you possibly know that would work?” Leo begged.

“Oh, I had a sphinx as a roommate, once,” Cale said. “Wouldn’t recommend it, but I learned a lot about the rules they operate under. They’re allowed to take breaks for playtime, for example.”

He paused. “Don’t try to pet her, though,” he said. “It’s disrespectful. And you might have to deal with unreadable riddles scribbled on sticky notes for weeks after.”

“Speaking from experience?” Flia asked dryly.

Cale sniffed. “Not saying. Now let’s go before she gets bored.”

Leo wondered if he should make a note of this in his notebook.

He wanted to, but he was pretty sure no one would ever believe him.

 



 

Cale hummed to himself as they stepped through the exit and found yet another pedestal. This one held what looked like a strange clay sculpture molded into the shape of a wing. He eyed it for a moment, shuddered, then promptly wrapped it in a tight, spherical barrier. “I’ll hold on to this one,” he said, guiding it to float above a shoulder.

“Is it dangerous?” Damien asked curiously. Cale shrugged.

“I’ve got a bad feeling about it,” he answered, starting to walk down the corridor again. The signature he felt ahead of them had a rather telltale twist in its mana, which meant they were finally coming up on the Labyrinth Seed. “We’ll know more once Imrys has had a chance to examine it, but for now, we shouldn’t touch it.”

“That’s not worrying at all,” Flia remarked. After a moment of walking in silence, she spoke again, her tone contemplative. “This is why you weren’t worried about the labyrinth, isn’t it?”

“What do you mean?”

“You’re basically untouchable,” she said. “Either you know how to get around something or you can blast through it. You knew you’d be able to get us through the labyrinth unscathed.”

Cale snorted and turned back to look at her. “Is that what you think?”

“What else am I supposed to think?” Flia asked, exasperated.

“That I’m dangerous, probably,” Cale answered, his voice a little sharper than he intended. “The universe is a big place, Flia, and the multiverse is even bigger. No one person could possibly know every danger it contains. If you think you can rely on me to keep you alive…”

He stopped in his tracks, looking each and every one of the other students in the eye. “I’ll tell you this right now,” he said. “Not every monster can be beaten back with magic. Not every danger is something you can see coming. If you live long enough, losing is only a matter of time. And if you think I’m always going to be able to step in and save you, you’re going to die even sooner than the rest.

“I’m not saying I won’t try. I’m not even saying you shouldn’t listen to or hang around me. But do not expect me to hold all the answers. Sometimes, those answers don’t exist. Sometimes, your knowledge will betray you. And sometimes, when you name a monster, you give it power.

“There is only one rule you need to follow if you want to live long enough to become an archmage. One rule you need to carve into your heart. Nothing else—not knowledge, not perfect barriers, not even unbeatable magic—is enough.”

“And what rule is that?” Flia asked, her words uncharacteristically nervous. Cale became vaguely aware that the others had all taken a step away from him during his speech, and that he’d taken a step toward them. He did a quick calculation in his head, measured it against his mana sense and their distance from the Seed.

“Simple,” Cale said. He grinned and winked, relaxing just enough to dispel the tension. “Above all else? You need to know when to run.”

Then he turned and broke into a sprint. There was a series of startled yelps as the other students followed after him, nearly tripping over themselves in the process. Cale beamed. They were quick learners.

“Damien!” Cale called. “Prepare a decay spell!”

“W-what?” The poor guy didn’t sound like he was used to running. “But—”

“Unless you want me to try out [Decay Bite],” Cale called again cheerfully. Damien stared at him, processed the statement, and remembered what happened with [Bestow Light] only eighteen minutes ago.

Decay mana began to gather in his fist. Cale smirked. “Thought so!”

“Just don’t try to eat the Seed,” Damien pleaded.

“No promises!”

Two minutes before the Seed germinated, by his calculations.

Cale figured they would probably make it.

 



 

They did make it, though only barely. The Seed was beginning to sprout by the time Damien flooded it with his decay magic, but thankfully, that was one of the strengths of the decay aspect—just like the Labyrinth Plague, it had the propensity to spread. The few tendrils of corrupt magic that had managed to emerge fell apart easily, and the labyrinth dissolved around them a moment later.

Professor Imrys beamed at them as if the rest of the classroom wasn’t in complete disarray. “Wonderful!” she said. “What a beautiful display of the essence of magehood! You’ve made me proud today, dearies. Here you go.”

The little mouse tottered up to them, holding four gleaming purple gems. Flia, Leo, and Damien all looked stunned, picking one each and holding on to them as if they were priceless artifacts.

Cale squinted at his and wondered if he should try eating it. “I have no idea what this is,” he said. There was a dim magical signature from it, but it wasn’t anything powerful; it just felt like some sort of anti-counterfeit measure, if anything.

“They’re Astral credits,” Damien explained quietly. “They’re recognized by the kingdom of Orstrahl. They want powerful mages, so if you collect enough credits, you can ask for a sort of… political favor? Like asking to use one of the royal artifacts, or, um… There’s a list somewhere. I can find it for you later.”

“Wow,” Cale said, impressed. Mostly by how bad that system seemed at first glance. Students winning political favors felt like a recipe for disaster. Maybe they had mitigations in place?

Then again, magic academies having outsized levels of political influence was surprisingly common.

“What happened to the labyrinth?” Leo asked, his voice guarded. Professor Imrys chuckled.

“Well, since you all did so well, I decided to reward you,” she said happily. “But I think I’ll keep that as a surprise, dearie. You are going to report me to the Headmaster, after all. Unless you wish to reconsider?”

“I will not,” Leo said steadily.

“Well, not to worry, dears. It isn’t a bad surprise,” Imrys said, entirely unphased by Leo. “Cale, you pass. You showed exactly the type of adaptive thinking we want from our artifact delvers, and that [Starlight Font] was quite impressive. That was a unique spell, wasn’t it?”

“Thank you. And yes,” Cale said politely. He didn’t miss the fact that Imrys was looking at him like he was one of her artifacts.

“I’m ever so glad all of you are safe, dearies,” Imrys said, smiling at each of them. “These classes can be very dangerous, you know.”

“Because you make them dangerous!” Flia pointed out, scowling. Imrys slapped another silencing barrier over her.

“Now, now,” she said. “You musn’t speak out. It’s quite rude, really. As for you, Cale, I believe we agreed we would speak after cla—”

A tiny screaming noise began to emerge from Cale’s pocket. Cale kept his expression as impassive as possible. “Sorry, ma’am,” he said politely. “I think I need to go find my next class.”

Imrys stared at him, her eyes narrowing slightly, and Cale responded by floating the artifact he was carrying with him over to her and dispelling the barrier. Imrys’s expression lit up immediately as the clay sculpture clattered onto her desk.

“Bribing a professor may be considered bad form, you know,” Imrys said, already stroking the artifact like it was some sort of cat. Cale very quickly made sure her apron was keeping her safe from it—it was—then decided to ignore it. “But I suppose I can make an exception. Shall I keep this safe for you to test your new spell on, dearie?”

Now that he thought about it, he had mentioned getting a new spell right after they’d been tossed into the labyrinth. “Yes, please,” he said. “I got [Identify Artifact], and I get the impression you’d try to kill me if I tried to cast it without you being there to see the result.”

“Goodness, dearie,” Imrys said. “You musn’t listen to all this slander, you know. I am a very upstanding professor.”

“I know exactly zero upstanding individuals who describe themselves that way,” Cale said.

Imrys chuckled, but said nothing further on the subject. “Very well, dearie. I will call for you after your classes are over. Run along now! I must find a safe place to store this…”

With that, she began to totter off, the clay sculpture carefully balanced in her arms. It looked ridiculous. Mostly because it was almost as large as she was. Flia, Leo, and Damien all seemed incredulous at the sight; Cale was the only one trying to hold back his snickering.

Once she was gone, Leo turned to him. “You timed this on purpose, didn’t you?”

“I was very thirsty,” Cale said cheerfully. “Don’t worry, I’ll let you question me on the Age of Distortion whenever you want. You have question privileges.”

“Thank you… I think.” Leo seemed unsure of how to take that.

Cale was busy pulling out his schedule scroll for his next class. “Oh, hey,” he said. “Introduction to the Standard Array. I’m guessing none of you have that one?”

Flia grimaced. “We all failed out of it,” she said. “The professor for Intro to Standard sucks. Imrys is insane, but that guy’s an ass. I have a feeling he has it out for us Astrals.”

“I guess I’ll have to win him over with my charms,” Cale said, sighing dramatically.

Flia stared at him. “I have no idea what to make of you, you know that?”

“Thank you.”

“That wasn’t a compliment.” Flia rubbed a hand over her face. “Look, do you need help getting to class? Otherwise I’m going to look for an animal mage to get this shadeling bonded to me.”

“Nah, I’ll be fine,” Cale said, lifting a hand in a half-wave and turning to leave. “I’ll catch you guys later.”

Awkwardly enough, since they all had to walk in the same direction anyway, he didn’t actually leave until a minute or so later. And despite his claims, Leo had to catch him to stop him from tripping and falling off the bridge that led back out of their Artifacts class.

Twice.

 



 

Damien watched Cale leave, his mind still half-lingering on the speech the human had given to them back in the labyrinth. What was that? The way he’d sounded, the look in his eyes… For a moment, he looked like he carried with him the weight of worlds.

But the moment vanished as quickly as it arrived.

For most of his life, Damien was scared of only one thing: himself. That moment back there?

It was the first time in a long time he’d ever been scared of someone else.

Then a thought struck him, and he turned to the others. “Um,” he said. Flia and Leo looked at him, and he tried to gather his thoughts. “Doesn’t Professor Graystalk force his students to cast the Standard Array spells, even when it’s supposed to be dangerous? Like with us Astrals?”

Flia blinked, then snorted. “Now I really wish I could be a fly on the wall,” she said. “Wasn’t there something about tests? What kind of test is Graystalk going to come up with for Cale?”

“I think we should make sure to be very far away from Intro to Standard.” Leo glanced in the direction Cale had gone in. “Very, very far. Very far, if I wasn’t being clear.”

“Want to come to my room?” Damien suggested, then almost immediately kicked himself. It was the farthest possible place from the Forest Wing, where Intro to Standard was usually held, but he wasn’t used to visitors. He hadn’t even cleaned! Maybe he could take it back? Or maybe they had classes!

“Are you actually inviting us to your room?” Flia raised an eyebrow at him. “You’re opening up. That means I can’t say no.”

“I won’t have class for another two hours,” Leo said.

Damien deflated. “Um,” he said. “Alright. Let’s… let’s at least get lunch first, though.”

“Fine,” Flia said, grinning at him. “We’ll get a big lunch to celebrate you opening up. I’ll even pay for it.”
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                    One of the longer chapters! The sphinx thing is one of the ideas I came up with before the rest of the story really coalesced. I think it was before I even really realized this was going to be a magic academy. I thought about the scene, went “Wouldn’t it be fun if a protagonist just knew these little details about how different fantasy worlds work?”, aaaand here we are. Some of the Doctor Who inspiration is probably very visible in this chapter too.

I regret nothing. My biggest goal with this series is for it to be fun. That’s not to say things will never get more serious, or that there won’t be heavier moments, but ultimately I’m trying to make an expansive world that feels great to dive into. And I’m pretty happy with what I’ve got!

Fun Fact: There are rumors abound that Professor Imrys’s ex-employers pay Akkau in either gold or magical artifacts to keep her employed at the Academy. While none of these rumors have been confirmed, mysterious packages have been spotted being delivered to Akkau’s window by a variety of mousefolk couriers. And one lich.

*Fun Facts are also subject to change and not covered by any warranty.

Thanks for reading! If you want more, there’s always my Patreon, which is 10 chapters/30-40k words ahead. I’ll try to do more, but I do content editing on a chapter and arc basis, so I try to stay a bit ahead to give myself the room to polish and clean the words.

I’m also (re)opening my Discord server if you want to come and talk about the book! And if you’ve liked the story so far, please consider taking the time to leave a rating or review. :)
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Anyway! The book is Halcyon Nightmares, which I think is a pretty badass name. It follows a young girl through an SCP-style LitRPG apocalypse, but I want to say it gives me more of the feeling of reading a horror mystery novel? Except with more protagonist agency and superpowers.

I’m about eight chapters in as of writing this. Good read, and definitely on the heavier side. Aest’s style of writing tends to be more emotionally grounded, which gives events a lot more weight and impact. I’m going to keep reading it, but I feel like Claire is going to experience so much trauma. :squints: I do really enjoy the SCP vibes. Reminds me of all the late-night SCP Wiki binges years ago.

Writing thoughts… The story makes use of a lot of juxtaposition to keep us engaged: young protagonist vs some deeply unsettling and horrific events (though that may be partially my fault for continually reading the coach-turned-nightmare-horror’s name as Mr. Rogers instead of Mr. Roberts), the MC’s more simplistic and deeply personal understanding of truth and lie vs a shadow agency’s clinical, distanced documentation of anomalies (of which the MC is one). Does a great job of drawing you in the moment things go wrong.
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Halcyon Nightmares





The truth’s a thin line. Claire’s about to cross it. 

Claire Pendleton’s seen the thin spots between dimensions since she was five, when another reality merged into her family’s apartment and killed her mom. No matter what her perfect sister and deadbeat dad say, she knows the truth about that night ten years ago–-and about Vancouver Island’s other thin places. 

Those weak spots start opening during her sister’s graduation, and the boundaries between realities collapse. Claire’s trapped in a global disaster, and a powerful system’s granting her skills and power-ups. Worse, a shadowy agency resisting the anomalous apocalypse takes interest in her.

Now, Claire must fight unknowable horrors, answer inexplicable inquiries, and reckon with globe-spanning organizations to discover the truth about the apocalypse, her family, and who—and what—she’s becoming. 
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                Even with the help of his schedule scroll, Cale was almost late for his second class. Almost. He managed to find it eventually, tucked away in a rather nondescript corner of a different building entirely—according to the scroll, this part of the academy was known as the Forest Wing.

It didn’t look very much like a forest. In fact, it was pretty much the same as the Astral Wing, architecturally speaking. The main difference was the frankly disturbing number of paintings of old, wise-looking elves, along with no small number of potted plants.

…Seriously, there were a lot of potted plants. Was that why this place was called the Forest Wing? Cale couldn’t be certain, but he felt like no amount of potted plants were enough to make something qualify as a forest.

Probably. Would a forest comprised entirely of potted trees still be considered a forest?

Vaguely (and unnecessarily) distracted by this train of thought, Cale managed to miss the hallway to the next class twice before he found it wedged awkwardly between two enormous, sprawling bushes. They were large enough, in fact, that they were spilling out of their pots and causing them to teeter dangerously toward one another.

Cale squinted at them suspiciously. This felt like someone’s idea of a prank. He could sense traces of earth mana still lingering in around the bushes, which meant they’d been artificially grown until the hallway behind them was nearly hidden. It left him only barely enough space to slip through, and on top of that, the mana around the shrubbery indicated that it was being actively reinforced by someone—presumably to prevent someone from simply forcing their way through.

There was no way every student would be able to fit through that tiny gap, was there? What if one of them had been Leo-sized?

At least his schedule scroll had quieted now that he’d technically arrived. Cale eyed the bushes for a moment, then squeezed himself through the gap between them. If it was a prank, he doubted it was meant for him. This had all the hallmarks of amateur magic, and he was pretty sure none of the students here knew he was coming.

It did mean some of the students were probably trying to keep someone out of class, though. Cale frowned, eyeing the shrubbery doubtfully. They were positioned in such a way that if anyone tried to wrench them apart, they would almost certainly topple over and into all the plants lined up along the corridor. He didn’t have any spells that could get rid of them without incinerating everything else in the area, and he doubted Akkau would look kindly on that kind of destruction.

That didn’t mean he was out of options, though. Cale still had some very, very sharp barriers, a minute before his next class started, and propensity for interfering with obnoxious plans.

His frown slowly turned into a grin.

It had been a while since he’d done any gardening. Why not practice his skills a little?

 



 

Cale stepped into the classroom about three seconds before the official start of class, which apparently wasn’t early enough to stop the professor from glaring at him. The man was an older-looking elf of some sort—almost a picture-perfect version of one, too, down to the square jaw and pointed ears. The only thing that marred it was an mottled scar that cut across his left eye, and for Cale, that was a bonus.

Probably not for the professor, though. Elves tended to think of scars as marks of failure.

He wore a green vest, a white undershirt that did very little to hide the defined muscle beneath, and a cold, withering glare that stood in sharp contrast to everything else. It kind of ruined the look, really. Cale idly wondered if the professor would consider wearing some sort of bag over his face.

“You must be Mr. Cobbs,” the elf said. His words were just as icy as his glare. “I am Professor Graystalk. I suppose you think that Headmaster Akkau’s approval means you may treat the punctual attendance of my class as though it were a mere suggestion?”

Ah, Graystalk was one of those. Flia had warned him he was kind of an ass. Cale sighed. He’d been kind of looking forward to this class, too. The Standard Array had exactly the kinds of spells he wished he could cast.

“I arrived just before class started,” Cale pointed out mildly. “Besides, I had Ancient Artifacts with Professor Imrys right before this. You know how she is.”

Graystalk hid it well, but Cale saw the way he twitched at the mention of her name. He tried not to snicker. No surprise there—Imrys had a reputation even among the other professors, it seemed. The rest of the class began whispering among themselves, casting him wide-eyed stares; Cale took note of a particularly pale-looking, panting elf that seemed to be exhibiting symptoms of mana strain and smirked.

A sharp stare from Graystalk shut down the whispers. The professor eyed Cale coldly. “Be that as it may,” he said. “I expect my students to arrive in my class at least one minute before it begins so that I may start the class itself on time. Am I understood?”

Cale cocked his head. “I feel like we’ve wasted more than a minute just talking about this, but sure, I guess. Do you always accost new students like this?”

“Only when they’re an Astral freak,” someone called from the back. Cale glanced back to find a tall, beautiful elven woman clad in thin, gold-sheen fabrics that left very little to the imagination. She was seated next to the other elf, the one that had clearly been trying to maintain the durability spell on the shrubbery outside.

He let his gaze linger for a moment, but honestly, the haughty expression she wore and the tone of her voice put him off her even more than it had with Graystalk. He wrinkled his nose slightly and turned back to the professor, who was studying her with slightly narrowed eyes.

Interestingly enough, he said nothing about the interruption, though it clearly irritated him. “As a matter of fact, I do,” Graystalk answered after a moment. “I have found it far more efficient to clearly establish my expectations for my students the moment they arrive.”

Cale couldn’t help himself. “Unless the student happens to be a pretty elven woman?” he suggested sarcastically.

Graystalk’s eyes narrowed even further. “I do not appreciate your insinuations, Mr. Cobbs,” he said. “Ms. Whiteleaf’s behavior will be addressed separately, but right now, we are discussing you. I expect a bare minimum of respect for both me and my time if you are to attend this class.”

The elf looked him up and down, lips curling into a sneer. “That means cleaning yourself before attending my class,” he said. “Or perhaps finding some more appropriate attire. Perhaps both. I understand that Professor Imrys’s methods are often considered… extreme, even amongst Academy staff… but I will not accept that as an excuse for arriving covered in dirt.”

Cale sighed. What was it with elves and sneering? It was terribly distracting. His earlier thought came back to him.

“I don’t suppose you’d consider wearing some sort of bag over your head?” he suggested hopefully. “Or some sort of mask. I’d have a much easier time in this class if you did. I might not even talk back as much.”

The class fell dead silent. That probably wasn’t a good sign.

[Blabbermouth] has reached level 7!

That probably wasn’t a good sign, either. Cale reviewed what he’d said, looked at the professor again, and then blanched as he realized the implication.

“Not because of the scar!” he added hurriedly. “The scar looks great on you! It really accentuates your, uh, eyes? It’s the part where you look like you want to stab me that I don’t like.”

Professor Graystalk’s glower only grew worse. “Sit down, Mr. Cobbs.”

“I really am sorry,” Cale said, as sincerely as he could. He meant it, too. “I was trying to insult your face, not your scar.”

[Blabbermouth] has reached level 8!

Okay, that time he’d just been being honest. Maybe he’d been a little too honest? Cale had lived many lives, but one of the few skills he’d never quite gotten down was when to stop talking.

Graystalk said nothing, but he did lift his wand. Cale watched as the professor’s magic took shape, firing two spells in quick succession. Neither of them, to his surprise, were targeted at him. Instead, the lights flickered and the wind picked up in the classroom, howling in a way that made a few students flinch and cry out. Whiteleaf, to his surprise, seemed unimpressed—she rolled her eyes impatiently.

Cale, on the other hand, was fascinated.

Those had both been first-tier spells at best. He wasn’t sure if the other students had noticed, but the speed at which the professor had attuned his mana and fired them off with near-perfect efficiency made it almost equivalent to a single cast of fourth-tier magic.

Not to mention the Academy itself was warded against being affected by basic magic. It wasn’t nearly as strong here as it was in the Astral Wing, but bypassing those wards with first-tier spells required a significant degree of skill with spellwork. He wasn’t sure any of the other students recognized the feat Graystalk had just pulled off, but he did.

Fair enough, he decided. He could be polite in response to that level of spellwork. Cale walked over to an empty desk and took a seat.

Graystalk stared at him. He seemed surprised, but after a moment, he turned and began writing something on the chalkboard. The rest of the class had started whispering amongst each other again, though the professor steadily ignored them. Cale took the opportunity to examine them more closely.

There really were a lot of elves here. Despite his best efforts, Cale felt himself doing a cursory inspection, checking over the ears of his classmates on the off chance any of them might have a rounded pair rather than pointed ones.

Nothing. He was the only non-elf in the class, as far as he could tell. A quick sweep with his mana sense confirmed it.

He wasn’t disappointed, he told himself. He couldn’t be. There was no reason Utelia would be different from any other world he’d been to over the last millenia. But it was like a habit he couldn’t quite shake: every time he ran into elves, or dwarves, or any of a dozen different species that looked like they might be human, he searched. Almost by reflex. First a visual inspection, to let himself hope, and then sweeping his mana sense over their cores for confirmation.

But there was nothing. There were plenty of lookalikes—doppelgangers, vampires, animal shifters of all kinds—but never another human. No one ever seemed to question what he was, nor did the word “human” surprise any of them, but they never asked any questions about his species, either. They never questioned why they knew what he was, or why they’d never seen anyone else like him.

It was like humanity itself had disappeared, and now existed only in a sort of informational blindspot.

The worst part, perhaps, was that there were traces of humanity all across the multiverse. He couldn’t simply forget. Living mythologies, the familiar scent of oak, Leo’s glasses, the strangely pervasive presence of duct tape—which Cale was almost convinced was some sort of invasive species, at this point—he encountered those lost remnants time and time again, and every time, he couldn’t help but hope that he’d find someone else like him. Someone that might know what happened.

He never did, of course. Cale had no idea what had happened to humanity, and a part of him had given up ever finding that answer. He sighed.

“Is something the matter, Mr. Cobbs?” Professor Graystalk asked, his tone acidic. “Perhaps my class isn’t interesting enough for you?”

Oh, right. He was in class, wasn’t he? “I got distracted,” Cale said. “Sorry.”

Professor Graystalk narrowed his eyes and stood at his desk, his magical aura beginning to flare; several of the students closer to him flinched and leaned back at the weight of it. “My class is not a joke, Mr. Cobbs,” he said. “I had considered allowing you to attend without insisting on the insufferable test that so many of my colleagues seem to want to give you, but if you must test my patience—”

“Please call me Cale,” Cale interjected.

“Cale, then,” Graystalk continued, undeterred. Cale raised an eyebrow, surprised that he’d actually listened to him in the middle of his tirade. “If you must test my patience, Cale, then I will issue you my test in turn. You understand that failing any of these will impact your available classes at this school? I happen to teach the course on fire resonance, and Akkau has informed me that fire is one of your desired resonances.”

Cale nodded. “I need it for baking spells,” he explained. “Which are the pinnacle of magic.”

The professor blinked, slightly thrown by Cale’s lack of reaction to his implied threat. “…So the Headmaster claims, although I have yet to see the evidence,” he said, his tone slightly calmer. He seemed to be considering Cale a little more carefully, too. “Tell me—is this why the Headmaster favors you? Because you share his views on magic?”

“No, I’m pretty sure that’s not it,” Cale said. He had no idea how much he was allowed to tell the other teachers, now that he thought about it. “Akkau didn’t explain it to you?”

Graystalk snorted. “His story was hardly believable, and it would hardly be the first time he has lied in order to adopt yet another lost cause,” he said. “I prefer to assess my students on their merit, though very few of them meet my standards.”

Was it just him, or was there a note of bitterness in Graystalk’s voice there?

“Cale,” the professor continued, watching him closely. “Do you think you are too important for the Standard Array?”

“What? No.”

“You will find, Cale, that the Standard Array…” Graystalk paused, brows furrowing in confusion. “What do you mean, no?”

“Where did you get the idea that I think I’m too important for the Standard Array?” Cale asked right back, just as confused. Graystalk stared at him for another long moment before he spoke again.

“You… you truly are not doing this on purpose, are you?” he muttered. He looked almost as though he was trying to reconcile some deeply-held truth with the reality Cale was presenting him with.

“Doing what?” Cale asked, exasperated.

“Antagonizing me,” Graystalk said. “Making light of my class, the way the rest of my students do—do not give me that look, Ms. Whiteleaf. I am well aware of what you say behind my back. That I choose not to address it does not mean that I am oblivious. Or did you think your obfuscation wards went unnoticed?”

The elven woman in question seemed startled that Graystalk had actually addressed her. That surprise turned quickly into realization before she shrank back into her seat, evidently not quite sure what to do with this revelation. The students around her began to whisper, and her expression vacillated between haughty, angry, and humiliated.

Cale thought she looked rather constipated, personally. Graystalk tapped on his desk, and Cale turned his attention back to the professor, who arched a single brow at him.

“Introduction to the Standard Array is perhaps the single least respected class among the students of this academy,” Graystalk said. “I have long accepted this reality. It has become a game, amongst some, to see how quickly they can get me to remove them from this class. The ones that stay do so largely because they believe that my approval will buy them status amongst the elves.”

Whiteleaf looked rather ashen at that, and she wasn’t the only one. A lot of the elves were murmuring among themselves now, alternating between staring at Cale and then at Graystalk.

“Allow me to ask you this properly, then, without my poorly-conceived preconceptions in the way.” The professor gave Cale a smile so slight he almost missed it entirely. Cale was pretty sure this was his version of an apology. “What do you think of the Standard Array?”

“Uh,” Cale said. Wow, Graystalk looked a lot better when he wasn’t sneering. That was incredibly distracting. Stupid elves. “I don’t actually know the full list of spells that are part of the Standard Array, but it’s a set of basic spells that every mage is expected to learn before graduation, right?”

Graystalk nodded. “To be specific, they are first- and second-tier spells that were first shortlisted by the Orstrahl kingdom as a requirement for legal recognition as a full-fledged mage. Over time, as it grew and was iterated upon, the Standard Array became recognized and adopted over much of Utelia. The Gift itself seems to reflect this: any spell from the Array is particularly easy for a fledgling mage to learn, with each one only requiring thirty minutes to an hour of study.”

“Huh.” Cale took all this in as Graystalk steepled his hands on his desk, his gaze suddenly intent. “And that’s supposed to make me think less of the Standard Array?”

“It has led many other mages to dismiss its importance,” Graystalk said evenly, though once again, he didn’t quite manage to hide the bitter undertone in his words.

“Oh.” Cale was finally beginning to understand where all this was coming from. “That’s kind of stupid.”

The class erupted with whispers again. Whiteleaf, however, sneered—really, again with the sneering—and spoke up. “Graystalk only thinks the Array is important because he can’t cast anything outside of it,” she spat, her tone mocking. “He used to be one of our most respected clan elders. The Mage Killer, we called him. Then an archmage locked him down with a restriction curse. How do you think he got that scar? It’s pathetic.”

Cale stared at her. Whiteleaf looked genuinely proud of herself for saying those things; some of the students around her were nodding in agreement, and she looked at him like she was expecting him to agree, too.

“Wow, she’s annoying,” Cale said, turning back to the professor.

“Tell me about it.” Graystalk rolled his eyes. “It has been rather taxing to pretend her wards were strong enough to keep me out.”

Whiteleaf spluttered, but both Cale and Graystalk ignored her. They were pretty much focused exclusively on one another. “Mage Killer, huh?” Cale asked, raising an eyebrow.

Graystalk shrugged. “I am not proud of the title.”

“Do you know the easiest way to kill a mage?” Cale asked, turning his attention back to Whiteleaf and raising an eyebrow. “It’s not just about the tier of magic you use, you know. Mana control and efficiency matters. If two mages cast the same spell, they don’t just cancel each other out—the better mage is going to win. And if you aren’t casting the same spell, then nine times out of ten, the faster mage is going to win. How fast do you think a basic spell is?”

Whiteleaf stared at him, silent.

“Also,” Cale added. “How bad a mage are you, exactly? Did you see the spells the professor used earlier?”

“That—those were basic alteration spells,” Whiteleaf argued, though the students around her were beginning to look more attentive. “From the Standard Array.”

“Yeah, except they punched through the Academy’s wards like they were nothing, and he did them so quickly they might as well have been a single spell. Did you really not notice that?”

“That was—” Whiteleaf faltered. “Anyone could do that. He’s a professor. He probably has an exception in the wards—”

Cale ignored her. He wasn’t actually interested in whatever she had to say. More important was the way the rest of the class was reacting.

“Is he saying the Mage Killer was using the Standard Array to take down archmages the whole time?”

“Why did he retire, then?”

“I thought it was because he got the scar…”

Graystalk sighed heavily, though he didn’t look upset. Instead, there was a new light in his eyes. “It seems I have misjudged you, Cale,” he said. “I believe I owe you an apology. I assumed you were like the many students that look down on the Standard Array, but you seem to appreciate it for its strengths in combat, at least.”

“Not just in combat,” Cale said. “I mean, I get it. A lot of mages take magic for granted. But no one from the Astral Wing is going to look down on something like the Standard Array. Sure, it’s basic magic, but do you know what basic magic means for us? I’d love to be able to make just a single flower bloom. Or light a candle.

“Right now, if I tried to do either, I’d probably grow a forest and then set the whole thing on fire. Which is awe-inspiring in its own way, don’t get me wrong, but… there’s a lot of magic in the little things, too.”

There was no response. Cale waited for a moment, then realized the professor was staring at him with wide, watery eyes.

“Uh,” Cale said.

“You actually understand.” Professor Graystalk stood from his desk, walked over, placed his hands on Cale’s shoulders, and stared straight into his eyes like he was searching for some sort of lie. When he found none, he threw his arms entirely around Cale and hugged him like he was some sort of lifeline.

“Um,” Cale said again. He looked around helplessly. Was the professor crying? Everyone was staring at him, with the sole exception of Whiteleaf, who was glowering. She looked outraged.

Cale had a feeling he knew where this was going.

“I demand a duel,” Whiteleaf snapped, standing up from her desk and almost knocking it over. “Standard Array restriction, since you think it’s so special.”

At the same time, a rather befuddled voice spoke up from near the door, with a sound not unlike two stones being ground together. “I… feel like I’m interrupting something?”

Cale blinked and looked over at the door. He’d forgotten there was probably another student arriving—whoever those bushes had been built to block, presumably. What he saw wasn’t anything like what he expected.

It was a golem.

And it was…

“You’re so round.” Cale whispered the words like it was a revelation.

[Blabbermouth] has reached level 9!

Cale twitched. He really needed to stop doing that.
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                    You know, at some point Cale was probably really good with social skills! And then there was the whole infernal realm business, and most of his last universe was kind of a bust, and really there’s only so much effort he can put into thinking about social niceties when he could be thinking about complicated spellwork and investigating secret passages. But some of the information in this chapter contextualizes why he is the way he is, I think.
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                Cale would be hard-pressed to explain the sequence of events that followed. This was in large part due to the fact that Professor Graystalk didn’t seem quite inclined to detach from him just yet, which meant he had to deal with the chaos that followed while an enormous elf clung to him like he was some sort of miracle.

The golem had been standing in the doorway for a while, apparently, and it seemed… confused? Cale was surprised he could read its expressions at all, but whoever created it had evidently put a great deal of work into allowing it to express itself, even if most of that expressiveness emerged from the spellwork above what passed for its head.

It had an “eye”, for one thing. Cale recognized it easily enough—when enough scrying spells overlapped, they tended to create a nexus of mana that resembled a sort of runic representation of an eye. What surprised him was the fact that the golem seemed entirely in control of that floating rune. It could move around, blink, and even reshape it to a limited degree.

Maybe that had something to do with the control crystals floating next to the eye? They were etherite crystals, he was pretty sure. Two miniature etherite towers adorned each side of the eye, above the golem’s head, moving and reacting in time with the golem’s thoughts. Every time it focused its attention on something, the crystals and eye both swung in that direction.

Right now, its attention was focused on Cale, and its eye was scrunched up in confusion.

“Am I in the right class?” it asked, looking around the classroom and then pulling out its schedule scroll to check. After a moment of staring at the scroll, it switched to staring at the elf still clinging to Cale’s shoulder. “That isn’t the professor, is it?”

“No, it is,” Cale said, patting Graystalk awkwardly on the back. “He’s just… having a moment. Don’t worry about it.”

“Oh.” The golem didn’t seem any less confused, but the etherite crystals were folding back, almost in resignation. Cale wondered if they functioned like ears. They seemed to. “Should I come back later?”

“No, no,” Cale said. “I think that would make things worse. Graystalk doesn’t like it when we’re late, you know? It makes him feel like we don’t respect his class.”

At his words, Graystalk burst into a fresh set of tears, causing the golem’s etherite crystals to spring up briefly in surprise. That settled it, then. They pretty much did function like ears.

“Ah.” The golem processed his words, then nodded. “I’m sorry I’m late, professor. There were an unusual number of overgrown plants in my path. Except for the last set, which were trimmed into the shape of a rude gesture?”

Cale beamed. He’d been hoping those were universal. You never knew, sometimes. The extra fifteen seconds he’d taken trimming those shrubs had been worth it, then. “Thanks to yours truly,” he said proudly, doing his best to ignore the professor as he slowly maneuvered himself into a position to reach out a hand. “I’m Cale. I hope you didn’t think those were directed at you.”

“Not at all,” the golem said dryly, rolling forward to shake his hand briskly. And it did roll, to Cale’s delight—its lower body was a massive, spherical boulder that had been polished to a shine. “Nala and her cronies aren’t quite that artistic. I’m Syphus, by the way.”

“Pleasure to meet you!” Cale said cheerfully. He paused. “Who’s Nala?”

The golem tilted its head toward Whiteleaf, who had been slowly turning redder and redder throughout their conversation. “Guess.”

Right. Whiteleaf was her last name, not her first name. Cale thought about this for a moment, then decided he’d keep calling her Whiteleaf. He was used to it by now, and besides, switching to Nala after he won this duel thing seemed like it would annoy her far more.

Speaking of which, Whiteleaf seemed doubly enraged now that she’d learned what happened to the shrubbery outside. She shot up from her desk and brandished her wand, her grip so tight her knuckles began to turn white. “You will not ignore me,” she practically snarled. Cale wondered if there was any point trying to tell her he was out of her league.

Probably not. And the duel did sound like it might be fun.

“Professor?” he said, nudging the older elf gently. “I think Whiteleaf might have some kind of stroke if we keep ignoring her.”

Graystalk seemed to slowly gather himself. It took almost a minute, but he pulled away from Cale and straightened, clearing his throat a few times. A quick spell covered up any remaining redness in his eyes, and after another moment, he looked as though nothing had happened.

Whiteleaf glared at him expectantly. “Well?”

“Ms. Whiteleaf,” Professor Graystalk said, his tone even. “Are you certain you wish to duel Cale? I cannot guarantee your protection should you choose to do this.”

Whiteleaf scowled. “Why would I be scared of some Astral freak? They can’t even cast Standard spells right.”

“Astral students interact differently with most forms of magic,” Graystalk corrected. “It does not make them incapable, only unpredictable. Were it not for the Orstrahl Kingdom’s strict adherence to the Standard Array, many of them would be considered some of the most powerful mages on this continent.”

“So what?” Whiteleaf demanded. “You think I can’t handle a little bit of unpredictability? Have you forgotten that I am Brightgrove royalty? Have you forgotten what that means?”

Graystalk’s eye twitched. “Ms. Whiteleaf—”

“I am one of very few mages with a prismatic core,” she said. “He said it himself, didn’t he? The faster mage wins. Prismatic cores are the fastest cores out there. It won’t matter how dangerous his spells are if he doesn’t get to cast, does it?”

Graystalk sighed. “You do not—”

Whiteleaf narrowed her eyes. “You remain an honorary part of Brightgrove only through my father’s favor,” she said. “And as the Mage Killer and a member of the Brightgrove Elves, it is your duty not to interfere with challenges. Try to prevent this one more time and I will ensure your exile.”

Professor Graystalk stiffened slightly at the threat. Cale just sighed. Of course she was a princess of some kind.

“Very well,” Graystalk said coldly. “By your command. I suppose if that is the case, you will not object if I set out the terms of the duel? Cale is rather new to our traditions, as you might imagine.”

Whiteleaf sniffed. “I will allow it,” she said, sitting back down at her desk and folding her arms daintily in front of her.

Cale eyed her curiously. She had no idea what she was in for, did she?

“Cale,” Graystalk said. The professor’s tone was grave. “I assume you are unfamiliar with the rules of a restricted duel, such as the one Ms. Whiteleaf has challenged you to. I will walk you through those rules to the best of my ability.”

He lowered his voice, and cast a spell almost too quick to see—a basic obfuscation ward descended around them, the same kind Whiteleaf apparently made regular use of. “Do your best not to kill her. We cannot have a diplomatic incident with the Brightgrove King.”

Cale shot Graystalk a wounded look. “I would never,” he lied. The professor stared at him, expression flat, and after a moment, Cale acquiesced. “In most circumstances.”

“And I take it we are not yet in one of those circumstances?” Graystalk said dryly.

“Not unless she secretly orchestrated your whole curse and scar situation,” Cale said cheerfully. He expected Graystalk to snort and roll his eyes, maybe to explain what had really happened—Cale was very curious—but instead, there was a long silence.

Slowly, Cale raised an eyebrow. Graystalk frowned at him. “Do not make that face,” he said. “I am… thinking. I do not think she did; it would… unless…”

“Did you really not consider this before?” Cale asked, blinking at him. Graystalk flushed and stood to his full height, stepping back a few paces to put some distance between them.

“It does not matter for this duel,” he said. He dropped the obfuscation ward before Cale could respond, then cleared his throat.

“The rules of a restricted duel are as follows,” he said, avoiding Cale’s stare. “First: the restriction must be adhered to by all participants of the duel. In this case, all spellwork must be derived from spells of the Standard Array as defined by the Gift—”

Whiteleaf cleared her throat. “And you can’t cheat, in case you’re thinking about it,” she said, her tone insufferably smug. “The Gift itself will moderate a mage’s duel. You can only put mana into Standard Array spells. Of course, if the Gift happens to modify those spells for you, that’s allowed. It means you’re divinely ordained by the God of Magic himself.”

She was smirking. Cale cocked his head curiously, watching as the elves around her began whispering to one another. Something about a royal decree and Brightgrove secrets? Clearly, Whiteleaf believed this was some sort of secret advantage she had.

“Second,” the professor said, doing his best to ignore Whiteleaf. “Basic mana manipulation, such as barriers, are allowed. Bear in mind they are for defensive purposes only.”

Cale was starting to feel bad for Whiteleaf.

“Third, a mage’s duel consists of a set of three challenges,” Graystalk said. “Only two of the three need to be won for the victor to be determined, and the challenged may pick two of the three challenges to be done first. For a Standard Array restriction, the potential challenges are set in stone—you may choose between them, but may not come up with one of your own.”

As he spoke, the professor strode back to his desk, rummaging around for a moment before withdrawing a scroll that looked old and withered. Cale carefully rolled it open, glancing over the challenges.

Well… this would make it easier not to accidentally kill Whiteleaf, as long as she didn’t choose the combat challenge.

“Fourth, the winner will acquire the loser’s Wing credits, up to a maximum of three.”

Well, he only had one of those.

“And finally,” Graystalk said, drawing Cale’s attention. “A mage may choose a second to take their place at any point during any of the challenges. The second must agree to this, and it must be an individual that was present when the duel was issued.”

Huh. What a strange restriction. It was definitely in Whiteleaf’s favor—the majority of the class was composed of elves, and he was pretty sure they were all Brightgrove loyalists—but it wasn’t like he was going to need a second.

“I’ll help, if you want,” Syphus whispered to him. Cale jumped. He’d forgotten the golem was there. “Always wanted the chance to kick her smug face in. Just let me take one of the credits when we win.”

Cale opened his mouth to point out that Syphus didn’t have any legs, remembered [Blabbermouth], and paused. “You think she’s going to pick the combat challenge?” he asked instead. “Will you be able to handle her? You’re Astral too, right?”

Presumably, that was the reason Whiteleaf seemed to have it out for Syphus. The golem snorted, and Cale almost flinched as one of its etherite crystals darted out to point at a line in the scroll. “I am, but the combat challenge only specifies that the duel lasts until one participant is exhausted of their mana,” it said smugly. “I’ve challenged her to a duel before, believe it or not, but she has never accepted. In this case, however…”

Syphus didn’t have a mouth, but somehow Cale got the impression it was giving him an evil grin. He paused for a moment.

“Well,” he said. “I don’t plan on picking the combat challenge, so hopefully it won’t come to that—”

“I choose the combat challenge,” Whiteleaf announced loudly, smirking at the two of them.

“—by which I mean welcome to the team,” Cale finished, sticking a hand out to Syphus. He could almost swear it was smirking at him when it reached out to shake his hand once more.

Cale wondered what its story was. Maybe he’d get the chance to find out later. Golems weren’t typically this lively or self-assured, and the etherite crown it was sporting… that was a strange choice for a golem.

For now, though, he turned his attention back to the scroll and went about picking out his two challenges. Graystalk hadn’t indicated any kind of time limit, after all, and Whiteleaf was turning more and more purple with every second that passed.

Cale didn’t want to waste that much time on all this, but it was a perfect opportunity to make a game out of seeing how purple she could get.

 



 

“The first challenge will be in spell acquisition,” Professor Graystalk announced.

It hadn’t taken that long for Cale to decide on the challenges he’d compete in. Mostly, he picked them based on what he thought would be funniest, and as far as he was concerned, the selections he’d made were all a delight. He was pretty sure Graystalk knew what he was doing, too, or the professor wouldn’t have given him that look of exasperated amusement.

In spite of any professional reluctance he might have held, though, he didn’t take much convincing—especially when Whiteleaf began shooting them her trademark disgusted looks. Nor was he blind to the impact that this duel might have on his class and their perception of the Standard Array.

As a result, they’d all been moved outside, much to the confusion of the elven majority of the class. Syphus thought it strange, but was mostly just pleased by the added maneuverability granted by the academy’s training grounds. Cale was the only one that understood why Graystalk moved them all outside, and he wasn’t about to start explaining.

It’d be much more fun to show them, after all.

The particular training ground Graystalk brought them to didn’t have much in the way of warding. It was, as best Cale could tell, a location selected explicitly to handle the more destructive of the Academy’s students.

Which is to say it was pretty much just a patch of sand from the same desert Cale had needed to trek through to get here to begin with. Many of the elves, including Whiteleaf, looked uncomfortable and out of place in the middle of all that sand; in fact, of the elves, Graystalk was the only one that seemed entirely comfortable.

Syphus was outright delighted by the sand, but that didn’t surprise Cale. The golem was rolling around in it joyfully, almost as if it had forgotten about the upcoming duel. Its attention was quickly grabbed when Graystalk began speaking again, though.

“I will demonstrate one spell from the Standard Array that neither of you have learned,” the professor said, his arms folded neatly behind his back. “As a reminder, the average mage requires thirty minutes to an hour to learn a spell from the Standard Array. The acquisition challenge stipulates that the spell must be acquired within fifteen minutes, or else the challenge selector—in this case, Cale—forfeits the challenge. Otherwise, the mage that first acquires the spell is considered the victor.”

Whiteleaf rolled her eyes. “Seriously,” she said. “You chose acquisition? Against a Brightgrove royal? The Gift favors us, you know.”

Cale ignored her, much to her irritation. “How will you know who got the spell first?” he asked. “Do we have to demonstrate the spell?”

“No,” Graystalk said. “Official challenges such as these are mediated in part by the Gift. It will mark whoever acquires the spell first with golden mana.”

“Perfect.” Cale nodded, satisfied. The elves were muttering among one another, alternating between staring at Cale and Whiteleaf; one or two of them, he noticed, were starting to look hesitant, like they understood something here was off.

Those were the clever ones. He winked at them, and they immediately pretended they hadn’t been staring.

“If there are no further questions, we will begin,” Graystalk said. He closed his eyes and reached out, palm up. “O Gift of Karath, we call on your attention, for a challenge has been set and must be answered; grant us the gift of knowledge, that we may know fool from victor, and mage from charlatan…”

Cale blinked. He hadn’t expected that. It was similar to a divine chant of sorts, but sure enough, he could feel the Gift’s attention slowly grow on both he and Whiteleaf, not that Whiteleaf seemed like she noticed anything.

“Now,” Graystalk said. “Watch closely.”

He lifted his wand and began to channel a spell. Cale took a moment to admire how perfectly efficient Graystalk’s spellcasting was—it was a thing of beauty, really. Even with his casting slightly slowed for the purposes of the challenge, it was over remarkably quickly. The energy around Graystalk flashed into a network of charged, mirror-attuned mana, buzzing with potential.

“Wha—you did that too fast!” Whiteleaf blustered, outrage. Cale gave her a quizzical look.

“Even if he did, you can tell what spell he cast based on its effect and learn it that way, can’t you?” he asked. She turned to stare at him.

“What are you talking about?” she said. “That’s not how it works. If you think it is, then I’d like to see you try—” 

Golden mana exploded out of Cale. It roared out of him as a shockwave, almost, carrying with it a degree of physical force that simply being marked as a victor probably shouldn’t have held.

You have learned [Lesser Reflection]!

[Lesser Reflection, Level 1] [Second Tier, Active] [100 Mana]

Reflect a percentage of any incoming magical effect that is second tier or less.

“Ooh, neat,” Cale said, pleased. “Was that supposed to be so dramatic?”

Graystalk grinned. Whiteleaf’s jaw dropped. Syphus, who had no particular inclination to hold itself to any politically correct standard, burst into raucous laughter.

“Now,” Graystalk said, making no effort to hide his own amusement. “Shall we move on to the next challenge? I believe you chose the one based on casting speed.”

“Faster mage wins, am I right?” Cale gave Whiteleaf a pleasant smile. “I thought I’d give you a freebie.”

            
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from SilverLinings
                        

                    

                    I imagine Syphus as a giant stone BB-8, but with a magic eye floating on top. Who made it and where does it come from? Great question!

Magical Fun Fact: While the Gift was originally designed purely for the purpose of education and growth of magic, some rapid adjustments had to be made to account for the proclivities of mages. Duel customs are the result of one such adjustment, mostly because when left to their own devices, mages tend to come up with much more concerning ways of traumatizing one another. One notable incident included an attempt to see who could accelerate a piece of bread furthest into the future.

*Magical Fun Facts are subject to change and are covered only by bread. This one, anyway.

I have a Patreon that’s 10 chapters ahead! And a Discord server.



                



Chapter 13 — Introduction to the Standard Array, Pt 3


                Nala Whiteleaf had no idea how Cale had beaten her, but he wasn’t going to do it again.

He’d cheated. Somehow. She didn’t know how, but he had to have! The Mage Killer had helped him, or… or something. There was no way a mere human could have beaten a Brightgrove royal otherwise—the Gift favored them. It let them learn spells faster than anyone else, gave them passives no one else could acquire. There was no way she could lose to someone from the Astral Wing.

Her hands were trembling. She clenched them into fists, trying to stop them. Nala could feel the others staring at her, whispering. What were they whispering about? About her loss? Were they mocking her for being weak? For being a poor example of a royal?

“I didn’t lose,” she snapped. “He cheated somehow! The professor helped him!”

Some of the elves around her nodded in agreement, but Nala saw a few of them staring at her doubtfully. She scowled at them until they looked away, burning their faces into her mind. She’d remember them when this was over. She’d remember this… this humiliation.

Just in case, she called to the Gift. Maybe Cale had done something. Maybe he’d locked away one of her aurics, somehow, prevented her from picking up the spell the professor had shown them.

But no. It was still there.

[Spell Scholar, Level MAX] [Brightgrove Blessing, Auric Passive]

Increases spell acquisition aptitude by 50%. Prerequisites must be met to learn anything above the second tier.

How could Cale possibly have beaten her with something like that at her fingertips? She had a blessing from the Gift itself! Her father was the Brightgrove King, the leader of the foremost mage-clan of the elven population on all of Utelia. Their elders held enough power to collapse entire mountains, and she was set to inherit all of that.

She’d dominated every aptitude test she’d been subjected to throughout her childhood. Her prismatic core carried a whole 46 mana aspects, nearly unheard of for prismatics. When she attended her aspect magnification classes, she’d come out as the fastest prismatic mage there, able to magnify the aspect she needed at a moment’s notice. Anything she didn’t already have in her core she could attune, but conveniently, all 46 of her mana aspects were the ones most commonly used in spells.

More importantly, she learned every spell she tried to learn an order of magnitude faster than anyone else. Standard Array spells, in particular, took only minutes of focused study.

It was patently absurd that Cale had managed to pick up that spell in what seemed like seconds. For Nala Whiteleaf, the question wasn’t whether or not he’d cheated—it was how he’d cheated. Had he already studied the spell? That was unlikely. The whole point of using the Gift as an arbitrator was that it could catch cases like that, and the Gift had declared Cale’s victory legitimate.

And it had done so in quite possibly one of the most absurd displays of magic she’d ever seen. It was like it wanted to humiliate her. What was the point in flooding the field like that? She’d never seen a signal so powerful, not even when she’d won a similar test against one of the Brightgrove Elders. It had been bright, but there hadn’t been an entire shockwave to go along with it.

Nala gritted her teeth.

She hated the fact that she was even here. Professor Graystalk’s classes were pointless. Who cared about the Standard Array? The spells were easy to learn and easy to counter. No mage worth their salt would be peddling spells like [Burn] and [Bestow Light] when they could be using [Incinerate] and [Illuminate]. Not only were the effects stronger, they were harder to dispel.

Still, the class was a mandatory class, and if she had to attend it then she’d at least attend the one that was being taught by the fabled Mage Killer. The scar was a pity, really. Graystalk had been one of the only Brightgrove elders she respected, and the strength of his magic had been one of the reasons her father had considered him a potential suitor for her. He was a little old, but his bloodline was strong—he would have made a decent husband.

The scar ruined any chance of that, of course. Curse-blood was tainted and always would be, even if the curse was cured, and priests capable of breaking curses that strong were few and far between besides.

“The second challenge will be speed casting,” Graystalk said. Nala looked up at that, feeling the knot in her stomach beginning to settle.

Cale might have beaten her at spell acquisition. Somehow. She didn’t know how, but the Gift had decided he’d won. Fine. She couldn’t dispute that without making herself look like a fool—she’d look into it later, away from the prying eyes of her classmates.

But speed casting? That was what he’d chosen?

Nala Whiteleaf had been confident before, but with this challenge, she was absolutely certain.

There was no way she could lose. Not with a prismatic core that held the essential aspects of every spell in the Standard Array.

 



 

Cale was pretty sure he’d lose this next challenge, but that was pretty much why he’d chosen it. The challenge order, after all, was fixed: Cale’s selected challenges had to be completed first. If he won both challenges, then Whiteleaf would never get to her combat challenge, and neither he nor Syphus would get the chance to kick her in the face.

But he didn’t want to give Whiteleaf the satisfaction of winning any of the challenges, either. The idea had come to him while he was reading through the list of challenges he could propose. This one was perfect.

“As a reminder to the audience, speed casting is a two-stage challenge,” Graystalk said. “And I will take this opportunity to note that speed casting is one of the reasons even seasoned archmages do not abandon the Standard Array. The spells chosen for the Array were selected by mages more experienced than you or I; they are some of the fastest spells and most efficient spells known to exist.”

Whiteleaf rolled her eyes. “You can make excuses all you want, Mage Killer. The Standard Array is for mages that can’t do any better. I’ve seen real mages fight.”

Graystalk paused. “I am aware you have observed many duels between our elders, Ms. Whiteleaf, and I do not mean to say there is no place for higher-tier spellwork when it comes to magical combat. However, you would do well to remember that duels are not the same thing as true warfare. Our elders duel to show off how far they’ve come with their magic.

“In an average battle between two mages, the Standard Array composes the majority of spells cast. High-tier spells are used most often to throw off the rhythm of the battle. Other exceptions exist, of course. If an opponent is good enough with barriers, high-tier magic becomes almost a requirement to break through. Alternatively, battles fought over long enough distances use an entirely different set of basic spells.”

The professor smiled a thin smile. “Does that satisfy your concerns, Ms. Whiteleaf?”

Whiteleaf frowned, but didn’t seem to have anything to say in response; a few of the elves around her were beginning to mutter. Cale saw a few of them grabbing notebooks and jotting things down, and evidently Graystalk did too. The professor seemed like he was on the verge of getting emotional again at the sight.

Evidently, some of the elves were finally beginning to realize why the Standard Array was considered mandatory. Cale wondered if Whiteleaf had been the one to lead them down this path. She couldn’t have been the only one, since Graystalk had clearly been dealing with this type of thing in his classes for a while, but she was at the very least the latest.

Her grip on the class was slipping, though.

“Also, you keep saying Mage Killer like it’s an insult,” Cale remarked, leaning against the makeshift platform Graystalk was standing on. “First of all, that’s a badass moniker. Second, you’re a mage.”

That one got him a few snickers. Whiteleaf turned to glare at the offending elves, who promptly pretended to be looking somewhere else.

“As I was saying.” Graystalk cleared his throat. “Speed casting is a two-stage challenge. Technically speaking, only the result matters: the mage that achieves the desired effect first is the victor. However, the Gift is a tool both for learning and the development of magic, and as such, it sees fit to show us not only the victor, but who achieves the requisite amount of attuned mana first.”

That was the main reason Cale had selected this challenge, really. It was interesting, in a way: the point of the Standard Array challenges seemed to be to highlight areas that a mage might be deficient in. Spell acquisition was all about understanding a spell enough for the Gift to grant it to you. Speed casting was about attunement or magnification, followed by the act of feeding mana into the spell. The efficiency with which a mage did either could impact both the speed at which the spell completed and the magnitude of its effect.

Graystalk was an absolute monster at both, and Whiteleaf…

Well, she was okay. Cale supposed she was indeed very good compared to the average mage, but even the “average” mage tended to have a sort of personality to their magic. It shaped everything from how they attuned their mana to how they fueled their spellforms.

Whiteleaf, on the other hand, was so picture-perfect with how she did things it was just sort of boring.

“Hurry up and start,” Whiteleaf said impatiently. Cale rolled his eyes and watched as Graystalk set out two small tables and a candle atop each, then spoke a quiet incantation; soon, a gentle aura of white mana settled around both Whiteleaf and Cale.

“Take your positions by the candle,” Graystalk said. “When I say ‘begin’, a ten-second countdown will begin, at the end of which your auras will turn red. That is the indication to cast [Burn] to light these candles. Both of you have [Burn], correct?”

“Yep,” Cale said cheerfully. He’d told Graystalk as much earlier. Whiteleaf just nodded tersely, getting into position.

“For the benefit of the audience,” Graystalk said, raising his voice. “The mage whose aura turns green is the mage who manages to gather enough mana of the correct aspect first. The mage whose aura turns gold is the challenge victor. If the same mage wins both aspects of the challenge, they will have a golden aura, whilst the other mage will have a red one.”

Cale was pretty sure he saw some of the elves exchanging bets. Amusingly enough, Syphus had made its way into the crowd and was making as many bets as it could. Without Whiteleaf around, a lot of the elves seemed far more amenable to its presence.

“Now, Cale, Ms. Whiteleaf.” The professor was doing his best to pretend he didn’t see his students betting on the outcome of this duel. “Are you both ready?”

Whiteleaf’s grip on her wand tightened. Cale stood next to his candle, stance relaxed.

“Begin.”

A bead of sweat trickled down Whiteleaf’s forehead. She stared at the candle like her life depended on it. Cale, on the other hand, stuck his hands into his pockets and looked around; the elves all seemed deeply invested. Syphus was giving him an encouraging thumbs-up, but it was well aware of the plan.

Graystalk raised an eyebrow at him. “You could at least pretend to look invested, you know.”

“Yeah, but that’s not as fun.” Cale grinned.

The countdown finished. Cale watched with interest as Whiteleaf’s aura flickered red, then rapidly turned gold; a thin trail of smoke rose into the air to accompany the merry flame that now burned steadily atop her candle. She stared down at the golden light dancing along her arms, almost like she couldn’t believe she’d won.

And then she spun around, expression haughty and sneering as ever. “I knew it,” she said. “I knew you couldn’t—”

She froze. Cale hadn’t moved; his hands were still resting casually in his pockets, and he was watching the crowd of elves instead of paying any attention to the candle or Whiteleaf.

Amusingly enough, most of the elves in question were staring at him instead of the Brightgrove princess. A few of them did let out a few half-hearted cheers, but those seemed to incense Whiteleaf more than it helped. The rest of them…

Well, they were staring at the green mana swirling around him and crackling like a miniature storm.

“Aw, shucks,” Cale said. “No need to stare. I’m very shy.”

Syphus snorted. It stopped collecting money from disgruntled elves long enough to turn and call him out, its tone amused. “Liar.”

“Guilty as charged.” Cale waved at the crowd, then turned to Whiteleaf and clicked his tongue. “You need to stop making that face, by the way. It makes you look constipated.”

The advice didn’t help, unfortunately. If anything, she looked even more constipated than before. “I… what…” she sputtered. “How dare—no, I mean, how did you—”

“Oh, that’s the question, isn’t it?” Cale shrugged, making no attempt to hide his smirk. “Guess I’m just faster. But you still won, don’t worry! We can move on to the third challenge now, if you want.”

“You didn’t even try,” Whiteleaf said, pointing her wand at him. “You didn’t light your candle!”

“Didn’t want to,” Cale agreed. “I would’ve lost anyway. I can’t cast Standard Array spells very fast.”

Technically, he couldn’t cast them at all. He could pour his mana into one, but then he’d have to wait for the Gift to turn it into a spell capable of withstanding his mana. The rules of the restricted duel technically allowed it—Gift intervention was considered a form of divine intervention and superceded the normal duel restrictions—but that process tended to take a few seconds.

He could have tried anyway, he supposed, but he didn’t want to reveal the full extent of his capabilities just yet.

“I want a rematch,” Whiteleaf said. “You can’t possibly be faster than me at this. I bet you have—you have a fire aspect core or something. That’s why you didn’t need to attune. You and Graystalk planned this, didn’t you?”

Cale cocked a brow. “Interesting theory,” he said. “That would be pretty clever of us, I suppose. You know what? Sure. I’m willing to test that out. Gift, mind giving us a reset? Aspect-testing only.”

At this, Graystalk physically cringed. “Cale,” he hissed. “The Gift is not something you can simply casually address—”

He was interrupted by a white glow once more settling around both Cale and Whiteleaf. Cale beamed. “Thank you!” he called.

Graystalk sighed. “…I think perhaps I should speak to Headmaster Akkau again on what exactly you are.”

Whiteleaf either hadn’t registered the exchange or didn’t care. “Are we having a rematch or not?” she demanded, and Cale rolled his eyes.

“You won,” he said patiently, as if explaining it to a child. “We’re not having a rematch. But I’m willing to let you test this fire core theory. Why don’t you pick the aspect, this time?”

Whiteleaf’s eyes narrowed. She snarled. “You think you’re so special,” she said, taking a step forward and jabbing a finger into his chest. “Fine. Water.”

“An opposing aspect,” Cale said approvingly. “Good choice. Professor, would you mind?”

“Begin,” Graystalk said, his lips twitching slightly. He knew what was about to happen.

Ten seconds later, Cale’s aura turned green, and Whiteleaf’s stayed red. The elf said nothing for a long moment, then grabbed the front of his shirt, yanking him close.

“Whoa,” Cale said. “This is second date territory.”

“Earth,” Whiteleaf seethed, ignoring him. A lot of the elves were murmuring among one another now. Some were giving her nervous glances, and more than a few seemed to be looking at her in a new light.

Cale almost felt bad for her.

“Begin,” Graystalk said experimentally, and almost jumped when their auras turned white. He shot the sky a quizzical look, but it offered him no answers.

Ten seconds later, Cale’s aura turned green once again. Whiteleaf, on the other hand, was beginning to turn a color that matched the red mana dancing around her. This was, what, the third time now? Cale resisted making a joke about it.

“Light,” Whiteleaf said, looking increasingly desperate.

“Begin.”

The pattern repeated. Within the crowd, Syphus was looking more and more delighted, like this was the best day of its life. Many of the elves, on the other hand, were beginning to look uncomfortable. One of them tried to speak, wringing her hands together.

“Nala,” she said. “I don’t think—”

“Shut up, Julia,” Whiteleaf hissed. She rounded on Cale. “How about this? Decay.”

“That’s not even in the Standard Array!” Julia protested, this time more strongly. To Cale’s surprise, a few of the other elves joined her in protest, murmuring in agreement.

“I will not allow that,” Graystalk said, his tone turning severe. “You are well aware, Ms. Whiteleaf, that misuse of the Gift is a serious offense. Cale has been generous enough to allow these tests as it is.”

“He shouldn’t be able to beat me!” Whiteleaf spun to glare at the professor, her eyes wild; her hand twitched, like she was ready to point her wand at him. “I have a prismatic core! Aspect magnification is my best class!”

“You have a false prismatic core,” Cale commented idly, frowning slightly. This seemed a bit much, even for an elf having a breakdown. He watched her a little more carefully, noting the disheveled hair, the way she trembled. The more she broke down, the more a presence seemed to reveal itself in the gaps of her magic.

Strange. It felt familiar, too, except… no. It couldn’t be what he was thinking of.

“What?” Whiteleaf turned to stare at him, and the feeling vanished. Her confusion had broken her out of her reverie. “All prismatic mages are false prismatics. True prismatics don’t exist, and if they did, they would be utterly useless as mages.”

“Well…” Cale trailed off. Before he could finish, however, the professor cut in smoothly.

“If I may?” he asked.

Cale raised an eyebrow slightly, saw the barely-suppressed smirk in Graystalk’s eyes, and laughed. “What, you want to steal my thunder?”

“I have had to deal with Ms. Whiteleaf for the better part of an academic year,” Graystalk answered smoothly.

“Fair point.” Cale took a step back and gave Graystalk an overdramatic bow. “Have at it, then.”

Graystalk rolled his eyes, but raised his voice, speaking both to Whiteleaf and the rest of the class. “It seems that—due, in part, to an erroneous assumption on my part—I have failed to properly introduce Cale to this class,” he said. “Please welcome Headmaster Akkau’s personal apprentice, Cale Cadwell Cobbs.”

The elves’ eyes went wide. Syphus’s etherite-ears perked up and swung toward him. Cale waved at them all merrily.

“His arrangement is rather unique,” Graystalk continued. “He will be a student in this class, but he is also charged with assisting me with your education. I admit I was skeptical of the Headmaster’s plans and claims, at first, but I believe Cale has more than proven himself.”

“What does any of this have to do with prismatic mages?” Whiteleaf demanded.

“I should have hoped it was obvious by now, Ms. Whiteleaf,” Graystalk said. “But if it must be explicitly stated… We believe Cale to be Utelia’s very first true prismatic mage.”

Several jaws dropped, and the class erupted with excited chatter. Even Syphus was looking at him in a new light.

“Damn,” it said. “I can’t believe you kept that from me when we were planning.”

“I did tell you what to bet on, though,” Cale said cheerfully. “I figured I’d leave it up to whether or not you trusted me. If I actually told you the secret, the betting would’ve been kind of unethical.”

“Because that’s the issue here,” it said sarcastically. Cale snickered, then turned back to Whiteleaf, who shrank back from him.

“Still want a rematch?” he asked.

For the first time, her response was small. She shook her head. “…No.”

“Still want to fight?”

Whiteleaf’s eyes hardened. “Yes,” she said. “It doesn’t matter if you’re Headmaster Akkau’s apprentice. You dishonored my clan. Besides, I know your secret now. It’s why you haven’t been casting, isn’t it? True prismatic spells would take every last drop of your mana. All I need to do is make you waste it, and I win.”

“Interesting theory,” Cale said again, smiling slightly. That was how a real mage thought. She was wrong, of course, but unlike all the other excuses she’d been making, this one took into account everything she knew.

Most importantly, she was… well, she was technically still underestimating him, but she was no longer looking at him like he was beneath her.

No. She was looking at him like a rival.

“Let’s test it, shall we?” he said, cracking his neck. His original plan had been to allow her to waste her mana against his barriers. Then he’d switch with Syphus and let the golem wail on her a few times until she exhausted the rest of her mana.

But if what he’d felt from her earlier was correct, then something had followed him here when he was summoned, and that required a slightly different plan.

Graystalk seemed to realize something was off. “What is it, Cale?”

“Nothing,” Cale said. “I just need to test something. I can do it during the challenge. Can you start it, please?”

The professor eyed him, then nodded. “As a reminder, only spells from the Standard Array are allowed. If the Gift modifies them, that is its prerogative. Take your positions.”

Cale and Whiteleaf both walked to stand on opposing sides of the stage. Cale gave her a small bow. Whiteleaf hesitated for a moment, glanced at the murmuring elves that were watching them, then bowed back.

Graystalk whispered his incantation, and then—

“Begin.”

Whiteleaf fired some sort of spell. Cale didn’t pay attention to it; it glanced harmlessly off his barriers, anyway. Instead, he poured his mana into his newly-acquired Standard Array spell: [Lesser Reflection].

This time, he made sure to give it a little more than just a drop.
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Chapter 14 — Introduction to the Standard Array, Pt 4


                Perhaps the most convenient thing about this whole duel thing was that it was done under the supervision of an expert mage and arbitrated by the Gift itself; had the situation been different, Cale might have been far more reticent about experimenting with magic, even if it was a spell that was largely defensive. Who knew what [Lesser Reflection] would turn into?

If this was what he thought it was, though, then an evolved [Lesser Reflection] would…

Well, it wouldn’t solve the problem. Voidcytes weren’t a problem that could be solved with magic alone. If Cale was being perfectly honest, he’d been rather relieved when those elves had summoned him here—the last universe was a bit of a lost cause, even after almost thirty years living there and studying the problem. Magic there barely worked, and without mana to keep its universal filament intact, the whole thing was unraveling.

Granted, that universe had more severe problems than its voidcyte infestation. Cale frowned.

Still, if some of those voidcytes had followed him here, that was worrying. It wasn’t just that they could hide themselves thoroughly within even the most powerful of mages—the biggest problem with voidcytes was that their mere presence tended to attract a whole host of other, bigger dangers. Anomalies that didn’t quite abide by the rules of magic, for instance. Eldritch gods that could snap reality apart with the weight of their gaze alone.

His ex.

Cale shuddered at the thought.

Really, the idea that anything had managed to follow him through a ritual summoning implied that those elves hadn’t bothered with basic summoning protections, which presented a whole host of problems on his own. Cale’s barriers would normally have prevented that sort of piggybacking, but he’d had to let his own barriers down to let the summoning work in the first place. Those elves hadn’t exactly been powerful.

Hm.

Well, he could worry about most of these things later. Voidcyte infestations weren’t all that dangerous early on as long as they weren’t left to fester, and he’d learned a few tricks to keep them contained in the time he’d spent in that last universe. If anything, Utelia would give him even more options when it came to containment.

First things first, though: before he could contain the voidcyte, he needed to extract it, and that was where [Lesser Reflection] came into play.

Or rather, its evolved spell.

Mana overload detected! Attempting to compensate…

Adjusting spell construct…

[Lesser Reflection] has evolved into [Auric Dominion]!

He glanced at the new spell.

[Auric Dominion, Level 1] [Tenth Tier (Unique), Active] [1.0e35 Mana]

Take control of the flow of mana within a limited range. Overrides the mana manipulation abilities of most entities at tiers less than archmage.

Cale raised an eyebrow. That was a pretty impressive spell. It had the potential to lock down mages entirely, provided he got close enough. The only real problem with it was the limited range thing—he needed to be almost next to the mage in question for it to work.

So he started walking.

It was only about halfway across the stage that he realized that casually walking across the stage while half a dozen Standard Array spells bounced off his barriers was probably kind of intimidating. Whiteleaf was starting to panic-cast, beads of sweat dripping down her forehead; it was causing that strange presence to begin emerging from the gaps in her magic again.

He did technically need to bring it out, but this felt unnecessarily cruel. Cale decided to speed things up by turning his walk into a sprint.

Whiteleaf began screaming and panic-casting even faster, which was impressive. Cale blinked and stopped in his tracks, reviewing his actions for a moment.

Ah. Right.

“Sprinting at you is probably worse than just walking at you, huh?” he asked rhetorically, frowning. Whiteleaf didn’t deign him with a response. She was breathing heavily, her wand sparking with her magic as she forced herself to take a breather.

Somewhere off to the side, Professor Graystalk snorted.

“Well, I need to get close,” Cale said. “So… sorry.”

He went back to sprinting.

Whiteleaf demonstrated a truly impressive array of spells in her attempt to push him back. Cale counted among them a force spell, a wind spell, and a spell meant to make the floor beneath him slippery and difficult to walk on. Cale took advantage of the last one by simply letting himself skate along the floor, much to Whiteleaf’s consternation.

There were a lot of spells in the Standard Array, apparently. Even Graystalk looked begrudgingly impressed—Whiteleaf’s repertoire evidently extended somewhat beyond whatever he’d covered in the syllabus. She didn’t quite have the same expertise as Graystalk did, though. If she’d just thought to combine one of those force spells with the slippery floor spell, she might have been able to slow him down.

As it was, Cale finally stepped close enough to bring Whiteleaf within range of his [Auric Dominion], and everything stopped.

“Hm,” Cale said, his brows furrowing. “I’m not sure I like this spell. It feels weird.”

“Care to elaborate?” Professor Graystalk called from the sidelines.

“[Lesser Reflection] evolved into a spell called [Auric Dominion],” Cale explained idly. “I’m using it to freeze all the mana around us in place, but it feels a lot more awkward than traditional mana manipulation. The mana is… sticky, I guess? It’s kind of gross.”

“I see.” Graystalk paused for a beat. “And what does [Auric Dominion] do?”

“It allows me to control all mana within my range as long as it isn’t under the control of another archmage-tier mage or higher,” Cale said. “Pretty cool effect, I guess? I don’t think I’ll use it again, though. Like I said, it feels gross.”

Whiteleaf flung a hand at him, which he caught. “What in the eight infernal realms are you talking about?” she demanded. “You can’t be—a spell evolution? Does the Gift favor you that much? My spells are evolved too! You can’t—let me go!”

“Seven,” Cale said patiently. “And I can’t do that. Not for a few more seconds, at least.” He did his best to look apologetic. He was sympathetic to her situation, after all. “Sorry. I need to make sure you don’t have a voidcyte infestation.”

“What do you mean, seven?” Whiteleaf glared at him. “What’s a voidcyte infestation?”

“I’m glad you asked!” Cale said happily. Finally, a chance to explain things! He loved explaining things. Except the whole seven infernal realms thing. Honestly, it was like people didn’t count the infernal realms anymore.

“A voidcyte infestation is a little like an ether parasite,” he explained, raising his voice so the whole class could listen in. “Or a mana parasite, if you prefer. It’s an anomaly that burrows into your mana core and feeds on your mana. They’re very subtle and almost impossible to spot, though; they’re basically only visible if you get agitated enough to cause core turbulence or spend most of your mana.”

“What—” Whiteleaf stared at him. She was trembling a little, he noticed, and tried to wrench her wrist out of his grip, but he held firm.

“Just a little longer,” he said apologetically. He tried to give her as much space as he could. The situation was uncomfortable for the both of them, really. “I’m pretty sure you do have a voidcyte infestation, and we have to get it out now before it does any more damage.”

“You’re making this up,” Whiteleaf said, her breathing shallow. Professor Graystalk frowned.

“Cale,” he said. “Unless you are certain about this, I cannot—”

“There,” Cale said.

Right above Whiteleaf’s chest, a tiny, shadowed tendril had started to emerge, writhing about fiercely. Whiteleaf looked down and screamed. Graystalk assumed a defensive stance, pulling out his wand.

“Cale,” he said. “Explain.”

“Voidcyte,” Cale said. “Like I thought. It’s hard to force them out traditionally—you have to starve them of mana. I was hoping [Lesser Reflection] would give me something that could reflect its mana-absorption capabilities, but [Auric Dominion] is just as good.”

“Danger level?” Graystalk asked.

“In this state? Low.” Cale grabbed the tendril before it could thrash around too much and finally let go of Whiteleaf’s wrist; she scrambled away, her eyes wide in fear as more and more of the shadowy mass spilled out from her chest.

“What is that what is that what is that—” The poor elf was practically hyperventilating. A few of her classmates were beginning to look concerned.

Cale raised his voice to speak to them, his voice sharp. “What are you doing? Go help her!”

A few of them scrambled to her side to reassure her. Cale kept his grip on the now-thrashing voidcyte. Without an active mana core to feed on, it spilled onto the ground in a mess of shadowy ink, looking almost like an ooze variant instead of the dangerous mana anomaly that it was.

“Sorry,” he called to Whiteleaf again. “I wasn’t sure it was voidcytes and I didn’t want to scare you.”

And he doubted he would have been able to get her to try standing inside his [Auric Dominion] for long enough, outside the context of this duel. She was too busy vomiting to respond to him, though.

Not too busy, however, to give him the finger. Cale was impressed. Somehow, she’d managed to make it look both insulting and grateful.

Graystalk had begun to cautiously approach, though he kept a good distance from the still-thrashing voidcyte. Cale glanced at him and inclined his head in acknowledgement. “It’s a good thing we caught this early,” he said. “These things are kind of a pain in the ass if they spread too much. Plus they tend to make the host mage, uh, emotional.”

“From mana core fluctuation?” Graystalk asked. Cale nodded, and the professor frowned in thought. “I suppose Ms. Whiteleaf was a little worse than usual this class, but I cannot say it was significant. You were able to notice this from her outburst earlier?”

“It was pretty slight,” Cale agreed. “But yes. It can’t have infected her for long—if this thing followed me, then it hasn’t been on Utelia for more than a few hours at this point. I’m hoping there aren’t any else, but we’ll have to stay on the lookout… speaking of which.” He raised his voice. “Can someone get some sort of mana-proof container? Blood obsidian is best, if you have it.”

Graystalk raised an eyebrow at him. “You don’t plan to just destroy it?”

“With what, a spell?” Cale shook his head. “It’d just eat the spell, and it’s immune to most physical forms of damage. Maybe there’s a spell that can damage it, but if there is, I haven’t found it.”

He could overload them with mana, technically. He’d done it before. But the process was messy and destructive and would probably leave a crater in place of the school, and that would probably upset Headmaster Akkau.

“Um…” one of the elves raised a hand, though she was clearly hesitant. Cale glanced at her—she was the same elf that had protested against Whiteleaf earlier. She was one of the good ones, he decided.

“Julia, was it?” he asked. She nodded shyly.

“I have one in my room, but it’s kind of small.” Julia indicated the size with her hands—it wasn’t much larger than the length of two handspans. “Do you think it’ll, um… fit?”

“First of all, never hesitate when asking if something is going to fit,” Cale remarked dryly. He snickered a bit when she blushed, then gave her a reassuring smile. “But yes, that’s plenty. These things can compress themselves a lot, and even if they couldn’t, I can make them.”

He shot the voidcyte a dark look, and for a second, it looked almost like it was shivering.

“Anyway.” Cale turned his attention back to Julia. “Would you mind grabbing it?”

“Oh, um, y-yes?” Julia said. “Or, um… no? I mean, I don’t mind—”

“Thank you,” Cale said, cutting in before she could trip over herself any further. Professor Graystalk seemed amused, though he brandished his wand before she could flee.

“One moment, Ms. Fadepetal,” Graystalk said. “This is a rather urgent matter. I will boost your speed, with your permission.”

“O-oh!” Julia blinked. “Um… okay?”

Cale watched with interest as Graystalk cast again. He didn’t quite manage to catch the spells this time—Graystalk was layering a lot of them together—but he could still see that he’d neatly layered three or four different movement- and reaction-boosting effects without them interfering with one another.

The professor was an incredible mage, whether or not he was limited to the Standard Array.

“My eyes are up here,” Graystalk said, sounding amused.

“Yes, but your wand is over there, and I’d much rather stare at that,” Cale answered instantly. Graystalk snorted.

“You are too clever with your mouth for your own good,” he said, and then, before Cale could say anything else, added: “Do not respond to that.”

“But I’m so close to getting another level of [Blabbermouth].” Cale grinned. Graystalk could only shake his head. He turned, quite deliberately, to look at the cloud of sand Julia had kicked up in her wake.

Cale noticed that the tips of his ears were pink, though.

“Class is going to be rather strange with you around, isn’t it?” the professor mused.

Cale shrugged. “I’ve been known to shake things up here and there,” he said. “Although…”

“Although?”

Cale hummed thoughtfully. “Did Akkau mention the whole thing with the Thread of Fate?”

Graystalk frowned slightly. “He did, yes, although I cannot say I knew what to make of it,” he admitted. “I am not well-versed in such magics. Is this a typical result of its involvement?”

“I’m not sure yet,” Cale said. “Even with the Thread of Fate, it feels like things are kicking in a little fast. Makes me think there might be something else going on.”

The professor gave him a sharp look. “Is that something we need to be concerned about?”

“Oh, always.” Cale grinned a little, unable to resist. “But I don’t think so. At least no more than you’d normally need to be, as far as the Thread is concerned. I’ll let the Headmaster know if I find anything.”

He paused, glancing at the still-thrashing voidcyte he was holding. “I hope Julia gets back soon, though,” he added. “This is getting kind of awkward.”

“The star!” the voidcyte hissed. “We are being held by the star! We thought we were too weak, but it holds us like we are precious!”

Graystalk turned to stare at it, blinking, then raised his wand warily. “In the future, Cale, perhaps mention when you are holding a sapient being captive,” he said. Then he paused. “Though correct me if I am wrong, but does it sound… giddy?”

Cale sighed. “I really hope Julia gets back soon,” he repeated.

 



 

Julia did, thankfully, return within about three minutes. Cale was glad for it, because by that time the voidcyte had started leaking, and he wasn’t sure he wanted to know how or why it was doing this.

There had, in fact, been a faction amongst the voidcytes that had almost… worshipped him. It was awkward at best and uncomfortable at worst, even if a few of them were capable of pleasant conversation. The one he was holding wasn’t one of them, though—it seemed to be one of the fanatics that belonged to the so-called Cult of the Star.

Which was the third cult he’d accidentally started. He had no idea how these things kept happening to him.

On the plus side, it meant that the voidcyte didn’t protest much when he told it to get into the box, nor did it seem unwilling to answer any of his questions. “Yessss,” it whispered instead, slithering into the box the moment he held it out. “We are bound by the star. The star will feed us, yes? It will give us mana?”

“If you’re good,” Cale said, slightly uncomfortable. Everyone in the class was staring at him at this point. Syphus was snickering, evidently amused, and Professor Graystalk’s lips kept twitching. “Are there any more of you, or are you the only one that came with me?”

“There is one more of us!” the voidcyte hissed eagerly. Then it paused, as if ashamed. “We do not know where it went. We are sorry… will the star punish us now?”

“Indeed, will you?” Graystalk asked, making no effort to hide his amusement. Cale shot him a dirty look.

“I’m not answering that,” he said. “Do you know if anything else followed me through? Anything that isn’t a voidcyte? One of the Greater Indictments?”

The voidcyte shrank a little inside its box of blood obsidian, pulsating and swirling for a moment as it thought. “We do not know,” it said eventually. “The journey was… strange. Confusing. There were too many colors. But… there may have been something more, yes.”

“Great.” Cale sighed. “Can’t even get a straight answer. Guess I’ll have to prepare for the worst… not that that’s anything new, I suppose.”

Professor Graystalk laughed outright. “You are, perhaps, the most interesting student I have ever had,” he said. “Or assistant, I suppose. It does not feel quite right to call you a student. Will you be telling us what a Greater Indictment is, or is that a secret you plan on keeping to yourself?”

“Oh, I’ll keep it a secret for now.” Cale smirked a bit, glad the professor had caught on to the type of person he was. “No point causing a panic. I might let you in on it if you prove yourself, though.”

“It is not often I find myself on the lesser end of an interaction,” Graystalk remarked, but he didn’t seem to mind. “You are a fascinating man, Cale Cadwell Cobbs.”

Cale coughed. “Just Cale, please.”

“Of course.” Graystalk still seemed amused. “I believe you may have forgotten something, though.”

“…Did I?” Cale gave himself a quick once-over. None of his clothes were missing. Graystalk gave him a strange look, as if confused that that was the first thing he’d checked, and Cale shrugged. “Look, I’ve been in a lot of situations, okay? What did I forget?”

A throat cleared behind him. Cale groaned. “Really?”

“We are not done, Cale Cadwell Cobbs,” Whiteleaf declared, pointing her wand at him. The impression was ruined somewhat by the bit of vomit that was still on her lips. “We have not finished our duel.”

“You’re barely standing,” Cale said, exasperated. “Also, just Cale! Why do people keep calling me by my full name?”

“It’s fun to say,” Syphus said, hopping up onto the stage next to him. It cracked its knuckles threateningly and looked at Whiteleaf. “Hey, if she wants to finish this duel, we should let her finish it. Don’t you think?”

“I guess,” Cale grumbled. He went back to stand at his spot on the stage, waiting for Whiteleaf to hobble over to hers. “But just for the record, I think this is stupid.”

“Alas,” Graystalk said. “Ms. Whiteleaf cannot allow Brightgrove honor to be tarnished. She initiated the duel, and so she must finish it. Are you two ready?”

Cale nodded tiredly. Whiteleaf raised her wand, a determined look in her eye. The Gift’s presence had receded during the altercation with the voidcyte, but Cale could feel its attention was now once more upon them.

Graystalk raised his voice. “Begin.”
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Chapter 15 — Introduction to the Standard Array, Pt 5


                Nala Whiteleaf walked away from that duel with a black eye and a conflicting mess of emotions, chief amongst them being a begrudging respect for a human named Cale Cadwell Cobbs.

And, to her surprise, for the golem named Syphus.

She hadn’t expected it. She’d been expecting Cale to call on the golem’s assistance, but her initial assumption was that Cale would lose; she hadn’t expected every single one of her Brightgrove-modified Standard Array spells to just bounce off his barriers. As if he hadn’t shown off enough earlier!

The worst part of it, though, was that he hadn’t simply waited for her to exhaust her mana.

No, he’d begun instructing her. Telling her how to put her spells together for greater effect. Professor Graystalk had joined in, once he realized what Cale was doing, pointing out minor inefficiencies with the way she directed her mana and layered her spells.

“You can’t just slap [Burn] and [Minor Wind] together,” Cale had said reprovingly, clicking his tongue. “[Burn] needs to go first, and there needs to be space in the construct so [Minor Wind] can fuel it. It’s a good idea, but it’s sloppy.”

“You must account for your Brightgrove-modified spells, Ms. Whiteleaf,” Graystalk had called, sounding like he was enjoying this far too much. “They are stronger than their more common variants, yes, but [Brightgrove Burn] requires a greater volume of physical material to produce a sustainable flame. You might consider layering a spell such as [Conjure Firewood], though I do believe you missed that particular class.”

Perhaps the greatest humiliation for Nala, though, was the fact that when she’d started trying out their suggestions—more out of frustration than anything else—it had worked. It hadn’t gotten through Cale’s ridiculous barriers, but there was an obvious and remarkable difference in the quality of her spellcasting almost immediately. She left massive tracks of glass in the sand instead of merely scorching it, for one thing.

Some of her friends had even clapped. Like they were being supportive of her. The nerve! That sort of fire was supposed to be the realm of fourth-tier spells, not some Standard Array spells slapped together.

And then when Cale decided he’d exhausted enough of her mana, he called on Syphus to replace him. He’d done it on purpose. Wasted her mana, wasted her spells so she wouldn’t be able to defend herself against…

No. Nala hated to admit it, but there was a good chance the golem would have been able to beat her even if she hadn’t been exhausted, and the truth was that Cale had left her with more mana than he could have. She’d thought at first that the human left the fight because he was running out of mana, but his magical aura was as strong as ever. Then she thought that perhaps he had simply gotten bored, and she had burned with anger and shame.

Worse, she had also felt relief. When Syphus first stepped onto the stage, her first thought was that she would finally be able to show what she was truly capable of. The battle would be over in an instant, and she could reclaim her honor as a Whiteleaf.

Except the golem had proven quickly to have an almost preternatural sense for magical combat. And the longer the fight went, the more certain Nala was that Cale hadn’t left the fight early out of boredom, nor had he done it because he was running low on mana.

Rather, he wanted her to know without a shadow of a doubt that Syphus was a superior combat mage.

And it was.

Every spell she’d thrown, Syphus had somehow known exactly how to avoid. Nala was sure it had something to do with the scrying spells inscribed onto the damn thing, but it wasn’t like she could demand that it turn off those spells—they were how it saw. Syphus’s advantages were intrinsic to it, the same way her own Brightgrove blood gave her a sharper mana sense and favor from the Gift.

What did that mean? That Syphus had simply allowed her and her elves to mock it relentlessly without retaliation? Why hadn’t it said something? Nala supposed she’d never really tried to talk to the thing. Even for a student of the Astral Wing, it was unusual. Artificial life was rather poorly regarded among elves, and spending time with it would have been seen as a slight on her status.

It clearly didn’t like her, though. Its scrying eye had narrowed with pleasure after it struck her, etherite crystals folding back with satisfaction.

Which was why Nala was all the more confused when it stuck out a hand and helped her up.

“We’re even now,” it had said. “Stop messing with me when I try to get to class, though, or I will punch you again.”

Nala hadn’t quite been able to figure out how to react beyond simply nodding dumbly. Cale had regarded the golem for a moment, then punched its fist with his own. She didn’t know what to make of that, either.

She did know that the Brightgrove coffers were going to be far emptier after today. Plenty of her classmates had made bets with Syphus about the results of the casting speed challenge—bets that most certainly dipped into Brightgrove gold—and they had lost rather spectacularly.

That was… something she should probably have been more upset about, but somehow, she couldn’t quite muster the energy.

No, the only thing she could think about was getting back to her room so she could sleep off the rest of the day. She’d skip the rest of her classes, but her father would understand.

After that, she was going to need to figure out exactly how much of her world she wanted to re-evaluate, because she did not want to let Cale be the person who made her rethink how she did things. Literally anyone else would have been better. In fact, the first Astral student she encountered…

Without thinking it through, she promptly turned and strode down one of the hallways that led to the Astral Wing, and accosted the first student she saw.

“You,” Nala announced, pointing at the dreadshade casting her nervous glances while he tried to sneak past her. He was accompanied by what looked like a water elemental and a minotaur. Nala tried to suppress her shiver of disgust at the sight, and only mostly managed it. “You’re coming with me.”

“W-what?” the dreadshade cast a wide-eyed, terrified glance at his friends, who gave him equally confused looks. Then Nala grabbed him by the hand and started to drag him away. “Hey, what are you—”

“Stop that,” the water elemental demanded, stepping in front of her. Nala almost snapped a spell out, but stopped herself just in time. “You can’t just kidnap our friend, Whiteleaf. What do you think you’re doing?”

“I can’t even leave the Astral Wing,” Damien pointed out, trying to pull his wrist back. It was a futile effort. Nala considered this for a moment, then nodded.

“Fine,” she said imperially. “Take me to your room, then.”

She stared at them expectantly. They stared back.

Then the minotaur groaned. “I know where I remember you from,” he said. “You’re from Professor Graystalk’s class, aren’t you? I knew we took too long with lunch.”

“It’s not our fault the lunchlady is insane,” the water elemental argued, and then she paused, narrowing her eyes. “Wait. Graystalk? Intro to Standard? That means he did this.”

Nala sighed impatiently. “Well?” she said, tapping her foot. “I will pay you, if that’s a problem. I have…”

Bah. She hated using these, but she had plenty of Forest credits, even after losing three of them to Cale and Syphus.

“Here,” she said, brandishing three of her Forest credits. One each. That would be a loss of six today, but she could earn them back, and Brightgrove royalty didn’t need credits anyway. “This is more than sufficient, I expect?”

They stared at her again. The dreadshade was the first to speak. “I guess we could bring her with us,” the dreadshade mumbled. The other two glared at him. “What? We were going back there anyway, and we could use the credits… We might as well.”

“Fine,” the water elemental said. “But I’m watching you.”

“Of course you are,” Nala said. “Who doesn’t?”

She had no idea why the three of them all twitched at that.

 



 

Cale sat in Professor Graystalk’s office, clinking his Forest and Astral credits together and watching with fascination as they resonated.

He hadn’t quite appreciated the enchantment on them when he’d gotten his first Astral credit, probably because the enchantment hadn’t been complete. It had looked like a simple anti-counterfeiting measure, and he hadn’t been wrong about that, exactly.

But there was a secondary component to that enchantment that was much harder to spot unless he had two of them in hand. If he was interpreting the emergent magical signature between the two credits he had correctly, then they were specifically made to resonate with one another and resolve into a complete enchantment when all its pieces were connected. He had… two parts out of five, it looked like?

Did that mean there were five Wings in total? He had no idea. Come to think of it, there were a lot of questions he probably should have asked before diving headfirst into all this.

A different man might have taken this as a sign that he needed to be more cautious. Cale did, to his credit, think about this for a moment.

Then he summarily dismissed it. Life was far more exciting when he couldn’t be sure what was coming next.

This meeting, for example. The moment Intro to Standard had ended, Professor Graystalk had asked him and Syphus to accompany him to his office. Cale agreed immediately. Syphus was a little bit more cautious about it, but had eventually agreed to come along.

The fact that Syphus hadn’t bothered cleaning all the sand off itself before rolling into the office didn’t escape either of them, though.

Professor Graystalk had disappeared into a side room shortly after taking them into his office, ostensibly to “freshen up and gather some materials.” He’d also told them to make themselves at home, which Cale took as permission to rifle through the professor’s drawers, much to Syphus’s delight. Unfortunately, Graystalk didn’t keep anything particularly interesting in there. It was mostly half-graded papers on the effects of the various spells in the Standard Array along with a couple magically sealed letters that Cale couldn’t open without risking making the desk explode.

“He’s taking a while,” Syphus remarked.

“I’m sure he has his reasons.” Cale shrugged. He wasn’t too worried about it. According to his schedule scroll, he had about two hours before the next class began. The directional arrow enchanted into it had split into two, one leading to a cafeteria and the other back to the room he shared with Damien.

Cale was impressed. That was a lot of functionality for a single enchantment. He wondered if he could get it to lead him to Akkau’s office—he did still need somewhere to put the blood obsidian box that contained the voidcyte, and he had other questions he needed to ask the thing besides.

The side door clicked open before he could think too much about it, though, and Cale abandoned his ruminations to look up at Graystalk. The older elf had abandoned his formal wear for a more casual set of clothes, probably because his formal wear was covered in sand.

Not that “more casual” said all that much. He was still wearing at least three different layers, which was par for the course when it came to elven casual wear.

He was also carrying what looked like a stack of identical spell tomes. They were heavy-looking things, too, although the professor carried them with ease; there was a distinct, heavy thunk when he set them down on the desk. “Welcome back,” Cale said, eyeing the tomes. “What’s up with these things?”

“I will explain in a moment,” Professor Graystalk said, his tone dry. “First, I would like to thank the two of you—and to apologize, especially to Syphus.”

Syphus seemed startled. It shifted uncomfortably backward, suddenly self-conscious about the sand it was tracking all over the professor’s carpet. “Why?” it asked, its tone guarded.

“I was well aware of the way your classmates were treating you and did little to prevent it.” He leaned forward in his chair and steepled his fingers. “You could say I had my reasons, but nevertheless, it has been made clear today that I have not been performing my duties as a professor to the fullest extent; for that, I apologize. Know that I will make myself available for remedial lessons if you require it, and if Ms. Whiteleaf continues to give you trouble, I will take additional preventative measures.”

Syphus didn’t seem to know what to say. Its etherite crystals had folded backward slightly, and it stared at Graystalk with a mixture of what seemed to be gratitude and confusion. “Thanks?” it said eventually. “But uh… why? If you don’t mind me asking.”

Graystalk frowned. “It is no secret, perhaps, that us elves are a rather insular species,” he said. “The Brightgrove Elves are worse than most in that regard, and while I pride myself as more open-minded than most, I have been less than kind in giving my students the opportunity to prove themselves.”

“Is that the whole story?” Cale asked. He leaned back casually, kicking his legs up onto Graystalk’s desk. “Because I feel like it isn’t.”

“Cale.” Graystalk’s voice held an edge of warning, though he didn’t, to Cale’s amusement, tell him to put his feet down.

“I’m just saying,” Cale said. “Nala has been kind of rude to you this whole time, hasn’t she? And you don’t seem like the type to let someone mock your class like that. You know as well as I do she’s probably half the reason so many of your students weren’t taking the Standard Array seriously. Most mages would jump at the opportunity to be taught by someone with a moniker like Mage Killer.”

“You do not need to repeat that name,” Graystalk muttered, but the tips of his ears were pink again.

“Don’t get me wrong,” Cale said, ignoring him. “I’m sure part of it is because Standard Array spells aren’t special enough for elves like them or whatever. But the other part is Nala Whiteleaf, and you were pretty willing to let her get away with whatever she wanted up until you weren’t.”

Syphus frowned. “I always thought it was favoritism,” it said. “Are you saying—”

“I’m saying it’s interesting how quickly she jumped to exiling the professor from the Brightgroves,” Cale said. “If this were standard elven politics, there are at least five other threats she could have leveraged before getting to exile. Stripping him of the Mage Killer name, for instance. That’s a grave insult by elven standards.

“Which means—unless I’m missing my guess—that there’s a reason you need to stay among the Brightgroves.” Cale raised an eyebrow. “You’re trying to ‘accept responsibility’ or whatever. Don’t get me wrong! You were, by all accounts, definitely an ass to your Astral Wing students. But you’re not telling us everything, are you?”

Graystalk sighed. “Can you not simply allow me to take the blame and move on?”

“I kind of want to know too, now,” Syphus said. “In fact, I feel like you kind of owe it to us, prof.”

The professor sighed again. He was silent for a long, uncomfortable moment, and then he spoke.

“I have a restriction curse, as you may have noticed,” he said tiredly, gesturing to the scar over his eye. “It is a lich-cast mark; a powerful variant of the standard curse that cannot be removed by any cleansing magic we have attempted. Worse, it is a curse that worsens over time, narrowing the scope of the spells I can cast.

“I have had this mark for a long time. Before I was even named Mage Killer. This curse is one of the reasons I have grown so greatly as a mage; it has forced me to adapt, to learn the true depths of every spell that remains within my repertoire.

“It has not, however, stopped increasing in strength. And the only magic capable of halting it—not curing it, not reversing it, but merely temporarily halting its progress—is contained within the Brightgrove Pools. Its sacred magics can prevent the curse from progressing, at least for a time. I take the occasional sabbatical to return to the Brightgrove and extend my time without the curse progressing. If I were to be exiled…”

“You’d lose the ability to cast magic entirely,” Cale said, frowning. He’d suspected as much. Curses weren’t his area of expertise, but ones that left scars were usually not the kind to be trifled with. Really, anything that left any kind of mark tended to be dangerous magic.

It wasn’t something he could just dispel, either. Most magical effects were easy enough to break with a sharp burst of mana, because they settled around their target as a sort of pseudo-spellform. Curses, on the other hand, engraved themselves into a mage’s core. A blind dispel was more likely to do severe damage than cure the curse.

Cale’s own method of countering curses mostly involved not letting them tag him in the first place. It was one of the reasons he kept his barriers up so consistently—his mana core couldn’t be tagged with a curse if the curse couldn’t reach it in the first place. On the rare occasion one was able to slip past, he simply burned up the part of his core that held it.

There were some advantages to the reincarnation thing.

Almost every world forbade curse magic, and with good reason, but as with all forbidden magics, it never stopped mages from practicing the art. That was part of the reason curses were so common—for all that practitioners were technically rare, curse magic liked to spread. Give a few foolhardy mages enough time and an infinite multiverse, and, well…

This sort of thing was rather depressingly common.

“Wait—are you saying Nala was threatening you with becoming corebound?” It took Syphus a moment to process the gravity of the threat, but the moment it did, it leaned forward and slammed its fists into the desk. Both Cale and Graystalk jumped at the sudden display of emotion. “That’s vile. You can’t just do that to another mage.”

“She is, to the best of my knowledge, unaware of the particulars of my condition.” The professor rubbed the bridge of his nose tiredly; Cale could see he’d had this conversation with himself countless times. “She simply knows I cannot lose access to the Brightgrove Pools, and uses that to get what she wants. That ends now, however. Hopefully your little demonstration has humbled her, but if it has not…”

He turned to Cale, clearly wanting to move on from the conversation. “It… surprised me, how much your words and your presence changed the perspective my students hold toward the Standard Array. I received more questions about the Standard Array after that duel than after any class I have ever held.”

Graystalk hesitated for a moment, then dipped his head in a slight bow. “I look forward to having you to assist me with my future classes, Cale, and to that end…”

He produced another Astral credit and pressed it into Cale’s hands. “Here,” he said. “Let it not be said that I am ungrateful, though it does seem that you are collecting these rather quickly.” His lips twitched with faint amusement. “I do hope you know what to do with them.”

“Absolutely,” Cale lied. They stared at one another for a moment.

“…I am sure your friends will inform you of the details,” Professor Graystalk said dryly. He nudged the stack of tomes over to the pair. “As I said, I would like to change the way I do things. I will inform Headmaster Akkau to ask the Astral Wing students who were removed prematurely to return. With your help, we may be able to find ways to allow them to cast more of the Standard Array. These tomes should help in the meantime—they are annotated textbooks I had originally created for Ms. Whiteleaf and her friends. Please hand them out as you see fit.”

Cale exchanged glances with Syphus, then grinned. “Looking forward to working with you too, then,” he said cheerfully. “Syphus, do you have some sort of storage spell?”

Syphus seemed startled. “I do,” it said. “But how did you—”

“Great! Let’s go for lunch,” Cale said brightly. “We might as well get started on this whole Standard Array thing, so let’s figure out what’s up with your magic, hm?”

Professor Graystalk frowned. “Lunch… This is your first day at the academy, is it not?”

“Sure is. Why?”

He grimaced. “Be cautious, please,” he said. “Our lunchlady is rather volatile, and given your personality… Well. Simply put, we do not need another, ah… incident.”

“Are you going to elaborate on that, or am I going to have to find out on my own?” Cale asked, and then before Graystalk could answer, he shook his head. “Actually, nevermind, I definitely want to find out on my own. I’ll see you there, Syphus.”

Without even waiting for a response, he darted out of Graystalk’s office, schedule scroll already unfurling. He was starving, now that he thought about it. Being summoned always made him hungry, and he hadn’t had a meal since then.

Funny thing was, the cafeteria was on fire even before he arrived.

That was weird. Cale wasn’t used to not being the cause of a fire. He contemplated the burning doors for a moment—no one was screaming, so the state of things probably wasn’t that unusual—then shrugged and let himself in, voidcyte still in hand. He could always hand it off to Akkau for containment after he’d had a bite.
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Chapter 16 — Alina the Lunchlady, Archdemon of Shelves
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                It wasn’t all that often that Cale encountered things that interested him, even when he found himself in a new world. Utelia, on the other hand? He could comfortably rank it among the top three of the most interesting realms he’d been to, based solely on how often it managed to surprise him.

In this case, the surprise came in the form of a towering, eight foot tall archdemon wielding a ladle threateningly. She was flaming hot, both literally and figuratively; not only was there fire licking up and down each of her four arms, but she wore basically nothing more than cargo pants and a set of bandages to cover her chest. Cale had no idea how they weren’t burning up, really, but that didn’t stop him from watching with interest as she used her ladle to fling a fireball straight across the cafeteria and set several students on fire.

“This feels like it should be some sort of safety hazard,” he remarked to no one in particular.

No one was panicking, though, and it didn’t take him long to figure out why: the entirety of the cafeteria was covered in a thick, archmage-level fireproofing ward that prevented any type of fire from actually harming a person. It was an advanced ward, too, as far as he could tell—tuned to allow food to still be cooked and to allow surfaces to burn, which was why so much of the cafeteria looked like it was on fire.

With the ward in place, it was pretty much just a visual effect. Maybe it helped the archdemon feel more comfortable? It was probably a common enough sight, given that most of the other students weren’t panicking. They were eating or going about their business, casting only one or two glances at the raging archdemon.

The only students that were panicking were the ones being subjected to all the fireballs, and as far as Cale was concerned, that was a valid reason to panic. He wouldn’t have wanted to be on the wrong end of those fireballs, either. Fireproof wards or not, high-tier magic like that often carried a force component, which meant those fireballs still had impact.

For Cale, that meant they could knock him back, even with his barriers. For those students? Well, they might not be getting burned, but they were definitely getting bruised.

Cale briefly considered intervening, but he had no idea who was in the right here. On the one hand, the students were largely defenseless and getting tossed around like ragdolls.

On the other, the archdemon was hot.

She was also carefully controlling the force component of her spells to avoid damaging her cafeteria or killing the students, which was a display of spellcraft that he enjoyed in an entirely different… no, he enjoyed it in pretty much the same way, now that he thought about it. It was the same reason he’d liked Professor Graystalk.

Cale wandered farther into the cafeteria as he thought about this, still carrying the blood obsidian box under his arm. He’d considered asking Syphus to store it along with the spell tomes Graystalk had given them, but he had no idea what a voidcyte would do to a storage spell, even contained inside a mana-insulating material like this.

Come to think of it, that was probably worth experimenting with. There had to be a reason voidcytes hadn’t just been shunted into extraplanar pockets using dimensional spells…

What was he doing again?

Oh, right. There were students getting fireballed.

“Excuse me,” Cale said politely. The archdemon stopped mid-fireball—Cale briefly admired the fact that the spell had actually been stopped, not aborted or canceled; she’d managed to freeze the spellstate mid-cast—and turned to look at him.

“Ah! You must be the new student!” The archdemon gave him a broad smile and slapped him on the back hard enough that he stumbled forward. “Akkau told me about you. Let me take a look at you!”

And then she proceeded to pick him up with a single hand.

Cale didn’t protest. He didn’t do anything to stop it, really. He could have, if he wedged his barriers in the right places, but he saw no reason to stop an eight foot tall muscular demon lady from picking him up if she wanted to. It wasn’t like she was holding him by the neck or anything. He was, if anything, sitting quite comfortably in her hand.

“Hmm,” she said, examining him critically. “Strong mana core! Akkau was right. You’re a very dangerous bug, aren’t you?”

“Bug?” Cale asked, tilting his head.

“She calls everyone bugs,” a nearby student called without looking up from his book. “You get used to it.”

“Huh.” Cale took in this information, then shrugged. “Well, she can call me whatever she wants. I’m not picky.”

“Hah!” The archdemon bellowed a laugh. “I like you, bug. You’ve got moxie! Think we could fight sometime?”

“Probably, but not here,” Cale agreed cheerfully. Several of the students around him startled at that, looking up at him with something that looked vaguely like horror and sympathy. “What? I could take her.”

“In a fight?” A student snorted. “No way. She’s an archdemon.”

Cale remained silent. The silence stretched.

“…In a fight, right?” the student ventured eventually. Cale stared at him, and he shuffled uncomfortably. 

“Anyway!” Cale said, turning his attention back to the archdemon. “What should I call you?”

She grinned at him. “The name’s Alina. Ina to my friends, but you’re gonna have to earn the right to call me that, bug.”

“I don’t have any cool nicknames, unfortunately,” Cale said. Then he frowned. “Well, I have a couple, but they’re not really nicknames so much as things some people scream when they know I’m around. You know the deal.”

“Do I! You’ve made a name for yourself, have you?” Alina grinned at him. “Maybe I’ll give you the right to tell me about ‘em. Only after you’ve beaten me, though. If you do that, I’ll give you something special.”

“And what’s that?”

“A lunch credit.” Alina winked. Whispers erupted all around him as students began glancing at one another; Cale caught a few remarks about how Alina never gave out credits, and also something about how he was probably going to die.

“Just so we’re clear,” Cale said. “Is that for a special type of lunch, or does that fall into the Wing credit system?”

Alina laughed loudly. “The second one, bug,” she said. “It’s a special type of credit outside the five Wings. Don’t waste it if you get it, you hear? If you let anyone steal it from you, I will find you.”

“And if I want you to find me?”

“There are better ways to get me to do that, bug.” She smirked at him. Cale grinned right back and almost responded before abruptly remembering why he was here to begin with.

“So, why’re you fireballing those students?” he asked, looking over at them. They were all piled against the wall in a groaning heap—Cale counted one elf, one blue lizardfolk, and what he was pretty sure was some sort of catgirl. “I’m assuming they did something.”

“They did something alright.” Alina scowled, her mood suddenly darkening. “They tried to mess with my food. Ain’t that right, you little shits?”

There was a groan from the pile. Cale caught a tiny bit of movement as the catgirl tried to shift and palm something. He frowned, then hopped off of Alina’s hand, much to her disappointment. She didn’t stop him from approaching them, though, and in the state they were in…

Well, they couldn’t do much to stop him when he reached down to pluck what the catgirl was holding out of her hands. He examined the strange little vial for a moment, shaking it and watching glittering specks float around within.

“Shimmerdust,” he said, frowning again. If they were planning to feed that to students, especially Astral Wing students… “They tried to spike your food with this?”

Alina stared blankly at him, then shrugged. “Oh, I have no idea,” she said, tapping one of her horns. “I didn’t see them do shit, but they did set off my tampering wards, so I fireballed them. The hell’s a shimmerdust?”

“Wait, were they actually trying to tamper with the food?” someone nearby asked, startled. “I thought it was a false alarm again.”

Alina scowled. “My wards don’t have false alarms! They’re just sensitive.”

“I had them go off on me when I sneezed!”

“Don’t sneeze near food, bug!” Alina snapped right back. “That is tampering!”

Cale poked the vial again, watching the powder within sparkle and float slowly to the top. That was definitely shimmerdust, and as amusing as this exchange was, if those students had been trying to spike the food with this of all things, then this was a serious matter.

He coughed politely to get Alina’s attention. “Shimmerdust is a type of poison that interferes with mana control,” he said. “It’s slow-acting, but even a small amount is enough to mess up a mage’s ability to cast spells, among a host of other effects. It worsens core leakage, reduces the effectiveness of barriers, that type of thing.”

A few of the students around them began to mutter, casting nervous glances at the vial or dirty looks at the ones that had attempted to spike the food. The catgirl mustered up the energy to lift her head and glare at him, though her cheeks were flushed with shame.

“Shut up,” she said. “You don’t understand. You wouldn’t understand. We had to. We—”

“You’re right, I wouldn’t understand,” Cale interrupted calmly. He watched her for a moment. Her fist was clenched, and she was trembling slightly, tears gathering in the corners of her eyes. The other two just propped themselves back against the cafeteria wall—none of them could look anyone else in the eyes.

Cale turned back to Alina. “I’d like to get this to Akkau and see what he thinks of all this. I—”

“Aren’t you going to ask why we did this?” the catgirl interrupted, a bit of desperation leaking into her voice. Cale glanced at her.

“No,” he said. “Why would I care why you’re doing it? What matters is that you tried. Akkau can figure out the why. I don’t like listening to excuses. Also, I’m hungry.”

“But—” the catgirl tried. She turned a pleading gaze onto the rest of the cafeteria, but none of the other students wanted to look her in the eyes.

“You’re just going to make things worse for yourselves if you try to explain it,” Cale interrupted flatly, and since he could see she was going to try to argue, he snapped a soundproof barrier around all three of them. “Alina, do you have a way to contact Akkau?”

What he wouldn’t give for one of those long-distance communication spells right now. Maybe he could get Akkau to enchant a scroll for him. Thankfully, Alina nodded.

“Already called for him,” she said. She raised an eyebrow. “You’re pretty good with those barrier things, huh, bug? Too bad. I wanted to fireball them a few more times.”

Cale chuckled a bit, some of the tension in his shoulders dissipating. “You could say I’ve had a lot of practice.”

“Well, if you’re hungry, you’ll love our specials today.” Alina held out a hand for him to climb onto, having apparently decided this was their dynamic. Cale wasn’t about to complain. “I’m trying something new! Shelfweed sautéed in mimic oil with a little bit of mangrove powder.”

“Shelfweed like… a weed that grows on shelves?” Cale asked, seating himself on her hand. “And how do you get mimic oil?”

Alina nodded, lifting him up to put him on her shoulder. “Yes, and you don’t want to know the answer,” she said cheerfully.

“It’s pretty good,” one of the nearby students offered shyly. “Auntie Alina’s dishes don’t always work, but when they do, they come out really tasty.”

“That’s right they do,” Alina said, puffing out her chest. Then she frowned. “Hey! What do you mean, they don’t always work?”

 



 

Syphus had taken a bit longer to get to the cafeteria than it had expected. For the most part, this was because it had a few questions to ask Graystalk, and those questions had evolved more quickly than it had expected. It had wanted to know more about Graystalk’s curse—about who had cursed him and why they had done it, among other things.

Professor Graystalk was understandably rather hesitant to discuss his condition, but he’d eventually divulged a few small details. Syphus was still considering those details when it reached the cafeteria and nudged it open.

The fire was a normal enough state of things that it wasn’t particularly worried.

An angry-looking headmaster storming his way out of the cafeteria with three students tossed over his shoulder and covered in barriers? That was unusual enough to get its attention, but still none of its business.

Auntie Alina, the terrifying archdemon in charge of their cafeteria, lying down on some kind of mat and doing bench presses?

That was enough for Syphus to run a few diagnostic passes on its scrying spells, just to make sure it was actually seeing what it thought it was seeing. Then it sighed.

“Cale,” it said. “Must you be doing something strange every time I enter a room?”

Cale looked up from where Alina was bench pressing him and beamed. “Oh, you’re here!” he said. “You won’t believe what happened.”

 



 

To say that the three of them formed an unusual lunch table was an understatement. Alina was large and heavy enough that the bench groaned under her weight. Cale was sitting alone on the opposite side of the table, and Syphus was…

Well, Syphus was standing at the side. It didn’t have any legs, after all.

Cale handed the vial of shimmerdust over to Syphus as he dug enthusiastically into his food. The shelfweed was good—he had no idea what it was and why it was growing on shelves, but somehow the way Alina had fried it made it taste remarkably like bacon. He combined a healthy serving of it with rice and started gulping it down while Syphus studied the vial.

“You’re right, this is shimmerdust,” Syphus said after a moment. “I’m impressed you could identify it on sight alone.”

Cale swallowed his food before responding. “I’ve had to deal with shimmerdust once or twice,” he said. “And once you’ve experienced a shimmerdust overdose, you don’t forget it. Trust me.”

Honestly, feeding him shimmerdust had been a terrible idea. Just because it usually weakened mages didn’t mean it always did. Loss of control for the average mage meant their spells came out weaker, but Cale didn’t use any spells, and…

Cale’s expression darkened slightly. No, feeding him shimmerdust had been a terrible idea. He’d considered the person that did it a friend, too, and it wasn’t like his abilities were unknown to them. They should have known what would happen.

Maybe they did.

Alina was studying him carefully. Before he could fall too far into his memories, she interrupted them with a slam of her mug onto the table. “Bug,” she said. “There’s something you haven’t told us.”

“Is there?” Cale hummed noncommittally, then took another bite of his food. It really was very good.

“Why’d you stop that girl from explaining herself?” Alina folded her arms across her chest. “You looked pretty damned pissed, but I don’t think that’s the reason. I saw the way you were looking at them.”

Cale said nothing for a moment, then sighed. “Look, I’ve got a problem when it comes to tears, okay?” he said. “I know ages in magic academies are all over the place, but those three were basically kids. The elf was the oldest, and even then he was like, forty. He’s basically a child to me. He’s a child by elven standards!”

“I have a question about how old you are,” Syphus said. Cale ignored it.

“If I let them explain, they were going to cry, and that was going to suck,” he said. “I’m too nice to kids when they start crying.”

Alina raised an eyebrow at him. “I dunno if I believe that’s the full story, bug.”

“I can’t tell you all my secrets,” Cale said. “You never know who’s watching.”

Alina narrowed her eyes slightly, then reached up and snapped her fingers; after a moment, Cale felt the resonant echo of infernal magic wrapping around them. He resisted the urge to pull it apart to examine it—he hadn’t had much opportunity to examine wards of this level.

Infernal wards were several steps above regular obfuscation wards, as he understood it, and being inside one was more than enough for him to understand why. Unlike regular obfuscation wards, these seemed to shunt the people inside them partially into the infernal realms and use the planar boundary itself to deter anyone that might be watching them.

“That what you wanted?” Alina asked.

Cale grinned. “Close enough,” he said. It was nice working with people like Alina, the ones that had enough experience to really get him. “But just in case…”

He turned to Syphus. “Are we being watched?” he asked. “I mean, other than—”

“We’re not,” Syphus interrupted quickly, its eye growing a little wide. Cale just nodded. This was one of the reasons he’d waited for Syphus to join them. It served as an additional layer of security. Any scrying nexus powerful enough, like the one Syphus used to see the world, naturally drew in other observational spells in the vicinity. The etherite shards that floated around its so-called eye amplified the effect like antennae, then subsumed the spells to make it part of its enchantment.

That meant the golem served as a sort of natural anti-scrying ward and grew greater analytical capabilities the more people tried to scry it. It really was very good spellwork. Cale wondered if he’d ever get an opportunity to speak to Syphus’s maker, but that was beside the point for now.

“I feel like I should be offended,” Alina remarked, although there was a smile tugging at her lips. “Reminds me of the old days of running around. You bugs get so paranoid.”

“Keeps us alive.” Cale shrugged. “I normally wouldn’t worry much about it, but…”

He reached into his pocket and withdrew the second item he’d snagged from the catgirl—a heavy metallic emblem that clattered onto the table with a thunk. It bore a red, bloodstained spear embossed into a golden shield.

He’d expected a reaction, but not as strong as the ones he got. Alina drew a sharp breath, her fists clenching and her fire burning just a little brighter. Syphus’s reaction was more controlled, but it still narrowed its eye, staring intently at the emblem.

“That thing is trapped,” it said.

“I know.” Cale flicked the emblem across the table toward the golem, and it took it carefully, turning it over a few times as its scrying eye began to expand. “I don’t know the exact details, but I could sense some kind of conditional spell on it, masked by a communication spell. I’m assuming those three used this to communicate with whoever gave them the shimmerdust. It probably isn’t the only one, and unless I miss my guess…”

He turned to raise an eyebrow at Syphus, who nodded.

“There’s a conditional spell within this emblem that triggers the detonation of a linked bloodrot bomb,” it said. “It looks like it’s set to go off if the linked mage reveals anything about some kind of contract.”

Cale stilled. So did Alina.

“I don’t know what bloodrot is.” Syphus’s eye contracted slightly, puzzled. “My spells report the name, but not the function.”

“It’s…” Alina took a deep breath and clenched her fists; Cale remained silent. “It’s an old war weapon,” she said. “Invented a very, very long time ago, when I was still a youngling, and banned ever since. Bloodrot is a variant of the decay aspect that spreads through generational ties. If you hit a mage with it, it spreads to their immediate family, then one generation out, and it keeps going until it exhausts all its mana.”

Syphus’s eye went wide. “What?” it asked. “But that’s…”

“It’s monstrous,” Alina growled. “We banned that shit for a reason. How the fuck did the Reds bring it back?”

“We don’t know that it’s them,” Syphus said, staring at the emblem. It hesitated. “It’s too obvious. Why would they use their own emblem?”

“Because they’re narcissistic bastards, that’s why!” Alina slammed her fists on the table hard enough to crack the wood, startling Syphus. “They shouldn’t be able to use bloodrot. That thing should be erased. Gone. Archmages all over the Great Realms worked together to seal it. How the fuck is it back?”

Cale reached out to take the emblem back. “I let Akkau know about the emblem when he came to grab them,” he said, his voice coming out strangely distant. “He’s waiting for us to come talk to him once we’re done with lunch.”

The emblem belonging to the so-called Red Hunters wasn’t that much of a surprise—there were only so many things a blood-tipped spear might represent. But bloodrot? That wasn’t an aspect he’d expected to hear about again. Alina had the gist of it, but Cale… he’d been there, during the Planar Collapse.

It was a time he tried not to think about.

The Planar Collapse had been a prophesized event. It was the beginning of a sort of multiversal collapse that should have led to all the realms living together in harmony. Instead, it brought about a war that spanned a thousand realms and stole a trillion lives.

He’d lived it again and again. It hadn’t mattered how many lives he spent—every reincarnation brought him right back into its depths. It spanned too many worlds to avoid, and the atrocities he’d seen committed were too terrible for him to ignore. He would never forget every time he woke, hoping it was over, only to find some new abomination waiting. Bloodrot was only the start of the weapons invented in that time.

Cale had fought, initially, to protect. To stem the flow of death. He protected towns and cities and kingdoms, sealing them in impenetrable barriers. But still, his opponents found a way through. They found ways to bring across death and sickness, to infect the people he wanted to save.

Eventually, he’d grown tired of protecting. Of holding back.

That was how he’d earned the first of his names, now whispered only in the oldest of archives.

Yggdrasil’s End.

Of all the atrocities committed to further the cause of that war, Cale wondered sometimes if his hadn’t been the worst of all, even if it had to be done to end it.

“…Bug? Are you alright?” Alina was staring at him. Cale blinked once and realized that his mana had begun to swirl and crackle around him; he shook his head and offered her a weak smile.

“I’ve heard about the Red Hunters,” he said. He’d heard about them from Leo, specifically. The minotaur had claimed his parents had joined them and would be visiting the school, although they supposedly wanted nothing to do with him. Cale didn’t believe that for a second. “Who are they, exactly? What do they want?”

Alina and Syphus exchanged glances.

“They’re the elites of the Orstrahl Army,” Alina said reluctantly, as if giving them any kind of praise physically hurt her. “Damn good fighters, the lot of them, but they’re all twisted up inside. I think they started up as a mercenary band and then strongarmed their way into Orstrahl’s forces.”

“They call themselves the protectors of Utelia,” Syphus volunteered. It sounded pretty unhappy about them, too, although its anger was more muted than Alina’s. “Their official job is to cull monsters—”

“—except they think that everything that doesn’t fit their idea of a mage is a monster,” Alina burst out angrily. “They call us wild mages, can you believe that? They say we’re dangerous because one wrong spell could wipe out hundreds. As if regular mages don’t do that!”

“They conduct inspections on magic academies every so often to make sure none of their ‘wild magic’ students are getting out of control,” Syphus said. It tried to keep its voice neutral, but there was a tinge of disgust there. “I think they used to have a lot less political power, but they got a lot more popular after a number of noteworthy disasters they claimed were caused by wild magic.”

Alina scoffed. “Liars, the lot of them,” she said. “They probably did it themselves. I’d kick them out of the school myself if I could.”

“But even putting aside that they’re some of the strongest mages on the continent, to the public, any opposition of the Red Hunters looks like an admission of guilt.” Syphus’s eye contracted slightly, and its etherite crystals folded back. “They claim that magic academies like ours harbor monsters and teach them to wield their power, so we’re endangering the public. Their inspections are supposedly to keep everyone safe and make sure our wild mages are making progress in getting themselves under control. They set a lot of rules, too—that wild mages have to be kept separate from everyone else, for example.”

“Hence the Astral Wing,” Cale muttered, his mind racing. There weren’t many mages in all the multiverse that could bring back even the weakest of weapons from the Collapse, and he highly doubted some Utelian mage had independently invented bloodrot, even with the Gift.

“More or less.” Syphus rolled back from the table, its eye downcast. “We lose a few of our friends every time they come for an inspection. The next one’s in less than a week.”

“And it takes a few days for the symptoms of shimmerdust poisoning to fully manifest.” Cale stood from the table, folding the blood obsidian box under his arm. “I think I’m done eating. I need to get a few things in order. Syphus, are you coming?”

The golem looked up, startled. “Sure,” it said after a moment. “Are you… sure you’re alright?”

“Me? I’m fine,” Cale said. “But I want to see just how much Akkau knew about all this.”

 



 

Damien stared nervously at the new door that had appeared in his room.

He had no idea what to make of it. Neither did Flia, nor Leo, nor even Nala Whiteleaf; in fact, Nala was the only one that didn’t quite understand its significance. She kept insisting they show her how good they were at magic, instead. None of them were quite in the mood to play her games, however.

“He told me something like this might happen,” Damien said nervously. “Something about a secret passage?”

“Except that isn’t a secret passage,” Leo said. He sounded angry, and with good reason. The door that sat at the back of Damien’s room was made of a very familiar wood, with Sylnarian symbols carved onto its front. “Is this Professor Imrys’s idea of a joke?”

“I think it’s her idea of a reward.” Flia shot Leo a sympathetic look, one hand clutching her satchel close. She still hadn’t had a chance to properly get that shadeling bound to her, now that Damien thought about it. “I don’t know why she thinks we’d want to go back into the labyrinth, but…”

“I think we should report this to Headmaster Akkau.” It made him nervous to say it—conflict between any of the professors never ended well—but something like an entire dungeon manifesting in their room warranted a report, and besides, there was a chance Imrys had nothing to do with it. He couldn’t imagine the type of power it would take to bind that labyrinth to one of the academy’s manifestations, besides. “It might be important, right?”

Flia sighed. “Yeah, I think that might be for the best.”

“I’m not coming with you,” Nala said, sitting on a chair and glaring at them. “I’ve done enough walking today.”

“Then go back to your room,” Flia said, exasperated. Nala looked, if anything, even more put out.

“No. I paid you, remember?” she said imperially. “I’m going to stay right here until you get back.”

“You can’t just stay in Damien’s room uninvited.”

“I was invited. You invited me.”

“You invited yourself!” Flia rubbed at her face with a hand, evidently already exhausted with this conversation. She glanced at Damien. “We don’t have time for this. Damien, are you okay with this?”

Damien fidgeted. It was still his room. He wasn’t sure he was comfortable letting the elf hang out here while a mysterious door sat there—he’d barely been comfortable with Flia and Leo coming here. Plus, he had personal belongings he didn’t want her to see.

On the other hand, those Forest credits really would do a lot for them. And the fact of the matter was…

“The Headmaster warded my stuff personally,” Damien said after a moment. He was a dreadshade, after all, and any student stupid enough to try to steal his belongings would likely absorb some of his decay mana by accident in the process. “She shouldn’t be able to touch anything.”

“The door is warded, too,” Leo spoke up begrudgingly. “Imrys took some precautions, at least.”

“See?” Nala sniffed. “I can wait here just fine. Go. Shoo.”

Flia rolled her eyes. “You are the worst.”

“I can take back my credits, if you don’t want them.”

The water elemental twitched. “Whatever,” she said. “Damien, Leo, let’s go and get this over with. Nala, stay here. Don’t touch anything.”

“Why would I want to touch any of your filthy Astral belongings?” Nala turned up her nose. “I’m just going to sit here and wait, thank you very much.”

Flia rolled her eyes again, grabbed Damien and Leo by their wrists, and dragged them out of the room. Damien didn’t resist. The sooner they got this over with, the better.

 



 

Once they were gone, a tendril slowly slithered its way out from underneath Damien’s bed and spoke to Nala.

“So. You come. Here often?”

Nala stared at it for a moment, then shrieked.
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Chapter 17 — The Best Laid Plans


                Cale Cadwell Cobbs had been looking forward to a relatively normal first week of magical education.

Of course, his idea of normal tended to be a little skewed. Before the whole thing with the bloodrot, everything he’d seen so far in the academy was well within his range of normal. In fact, he had room for about another five degrees of absurdity before he began to enter “things are a little weird, maybe” territory.

Bloodrot changed things, albeit not as much as it might have if it had happened right after the Planar Collapse.

Cale couldn’t remember much about that time, but he remembered being angry. He remembered a fury that burned through his core, igniting his magic so that no matter what he tried to do with his power, he caused pure and utter destruction. He remembered the lives he’d spent isolated and alone until a certain friend had come to find him and pull him out of his misery.

That anger was still there, but it was… under control, for the most part. He wasn’t, for instance, particularly tempted to go off and rain destruction on the Red Hunters and the Kingdom of Orstrahl, and there was a time where he would have been.

Now he knew his limits. There were many things that Cale wasn’t suited for, and one of them was combat against a heavily armed and trained military force. Without any real teleporting spells, it was too easy for them to outmaneuver him. It didn’t matter if he couldn’t be taken down if he could simply be avoided.

And there was only one of him, in the end. He’d learned that lesson the hard way far too many times.

“You look like you’re thinking about a lot,” Syphus commented, rolling alongside him. “In fact, I’d almost call it brooding. Didn’t take you for a brooder.”

“Know a lot about brooding, do you?” Cale asked dryly.

“I spent my formative years around a man who couldn’t stop brooding. What do you think?” Syphus somehow managed to give him the impression it was rolling its eye. “Speaking of which, how long have you known?”

“Your name is literally Syphus.”

“You’d be surprised how many people don’t make that connection.” Syphus’s eye twisted up in something like a smirk. “Named mythologies aren’t that common, you know.”

Cale laughed. “They’re more common than you’d think,” he said. He was pretty sure he knew what the golem was trying to do, but to its credit, it was working. He glanced up at it contemplatively. “So… are you the boulder? Because I feel like I should ask for an autograph.”

Syphus snorted. “Don’t start.”

“I’m just saying.” Cale grinned. “How many people get to meet a figure of legend?”

“I’m not even a figure in the legend,” Syphus pointed out, but it couldn’t quite keep the amusement out of its voice.

“Semantics.” Cale dismissed that argument with a wave of a hand, then narrowed his eyes and studied the golem more closely. “Clever workaround, though. I think? I’m not actually sure what the rules are.”

“I’d rather not discuss it, if you don’t mind.” Syphus’s scrying eye flickered briefly, and its expression changed into one of annoyance. “He gets clingy when you talk about him.”

“Can’t say I wouldn’t do the same if I were in his position.” Cale chuckled, then sped up, adjusting the blood obsidian box beneath his arm. “But sure, I’ll wait. I’ve got a dragon to interrogate.”

 



 

Akkau had expected things to escalate when bringing Cale into his academy. He hadn’t expected things to escalate quite this quickly, nor in this spectacular a fashion.

He couldn’t blame Cale for it entirely, of course. The Thread of Fate didn’t magically cause disaster, no matter what some superstitions claimed—the Thread didn’t simply fabricate these circumstances out of nothing. No, far more accurate to say that it nudged probability so that its holder and anyone touched by it was more likely to become involved in any sequence of events that transcended median probability.

Which meant that these three had been involved with the Red Hunters long before Cale had ever come into the picture.

“What were you thinking?!” Akkau snapped. The words came out harsher than he intended—he saw the way his students flinched away from him, and a part of him recoiled at the sight. The rest of him was too angry to stop. “You endangered your classmates. You know what will happen if any of the Astrals show anything less than perfection in front of the Red Hunters.”

“We… we had to,” Aila, the partial cat shifter, spoke. Her eyes were red. Sometime during the trip from the cafeteria to his office, she’d begun to cry, and that was the start of the waterworks for all three of them. Akkau let out an aggravated sigh as she began to explain, and cast a quick [Silence] on all three of them.

“Do not speak,” he said. “You three have been communicating with the Red Hunters via emblems, yes? Give them to me.”

Aila shot him a confused look, opened her mouth, and then looked panicked when nothing happened. She took a moment to force herself to calm down, then reached for her pockets, only to find nothing there.

“Not you,” Akkau said, rolling his eyes slightly. “Izzik of the Golden Sands. Geraal Strongthorn. You each have an emblem in your possession. Hand them over.”

Looking ashamed, Izzik reached into his pocket to hand over his emblem. Geraal did the same, though he seemed far more reticent about it.

“Were you threatened with these?” Akkau said, inspecting them. He glanced up. “Do not try to respond verbally. Nod yes or no.”

Aila and Izzik both nodded, trembling. Geraal frowned slightly, then shook his head slowly.

Now that was interesting. What did that mean? Akkau hadn’t had the opportunity to test the emblems himself, but he could tell at a glance that both of the ones he held were similarly trapped to the one Cale had shown him; their linked spells would go off as soon as their holders spoke certain key phrases to anyone that didn’t also hold an emblem. If Geraal hadn’t been told about it, then he either hadn’t needed additional convincing, or it had been some kind of test for him.

Neither option was encouraging. Akkau examined the students critically, tapping his claws on the table, then sighed.

“We will wait,” he declared, turning his back on them. “My apprentice will be here shortly, and we will have our discussion then.”

 



 

“How much did you know about all this?” Cale asked the question as soon as he stepped into Akkau’s office. The dragon glanced up at him, but didn’t seem particularly surprised; instead, he brought a tired claw up to rub the bridge of his snout.

“Less than I would have liked,” he answered with a heavy sigh. “I knew that there were students involved with the Red Hunters; I did not know whom, nor how severe the situation was.”

Cale frowned. “So you didn’t know about the bloodrot?”

Akkau stared at him for a long moment. Then Cale felt the abrupt release of a spell, and the wood beneath Akkau’s claws splintered with a loud crack, making the three other students jump and stare at the headmaster nervously.

“Bloodrot?” he thundered, turning to the three students; they stepped back, eyes wide with fear. “You were threatened with bloodrot and did not think to report it to your professors? To anyone you trusted? Are you all fools?!”

Cale thought he’d seen the dragon angry before. Clearly, he’d been wrong. This was Akkau when he was angry—fearsome, drawn to his full height, and his magic crackling around him. There was something about that magic that felt a little strange, though… Cale frowned slightly and tried to filter it through his senses.

“Well? Answer me!” Akkau roared. The three students gestured frantically at themselves, but said nothing.

Syphus chose this moment to speak. “Sir,” it said evenly. “I believe there is a silencing spell on them.”

Akkau blinked a few times, then visibly forced himself to calm. He took several deep breaths, then sighed, his anger draining out of him. “So there is,” he said. “Perhaps it is best you did not answer that question, then, given we have yet to undo these enchantments. Cale, did you bring the third one?”

Cale held it up, wondering briefly why the catgirl looked outraged. “I have an idea for these, actually.”

“Is that so?” Akkau raised a ridged brow. “Speak.”

Cale stepped forward and placed the blood obsidian box on Akkau’s desk, then opened it. The voidcyte swirled within, evidently more than happy to mind its own business now that it was in the possession of its so-called “star”—it perked up as soon as it realized Cale was looking at it, however.

“Our star!” it said. “Have you come to feed us?”

“In a manner of speaking,” Cale said. He held up the emblem he’d stolen from the catgirl. “Do you think you can eat this spell and tell us what you learn from it?”

The voidcyte stared at the emblem for a moment. “We think we can,” it said, although it sounded a little more uncertain than Cale would have expected. “It will make our star happy?”

“Very.”

“Then we will try,” it declared. “Give us the folded heart!”

Folded heart? That was an unusual choice of words for an artifact. Cale’s brows furrowed as he examined the emblem one more time before glancing at Syphus. “Was there anything strange about the magic on this thing?”

“Not that I noticed,” Syphus said. Then it hesitated. “The means by which it maintains its link to its wielder is soul magic. Is that relevant?”

“It shouldn’t be,” Cale said with a frown. He’d spent a lot of time in his previous world, and it was rare to see a voidcyte hesitate to eat anything magical, let alone call it a folded heart. Granted, he hadn’t spent much time talking to them. “…Alright, Cyte. Eat it slowly.”

“Cyte?” The mass of shadow within the box swirled about in wonder. “Has our star named us?”

“Don’t let it get to your head,” Cale said dryly.

“Oh, joyous day!” the voidcyte said, completely ignoring him. Cale sighed. He could practically feel Syphus’s amusement as it stared at him. Akkau was mostly just confused, although he seemed to have some idea of what had happened during Professor Graystalk’s class, and the other three students…

Well, they seemed distressed. A little terrified of the swirling, speaking mass of shadow in the blood obsidian box, maybe. It was a fair reaction, really.

“Voidcytes have the ability to extract memories from mana,” Cale explained briefly, mostly for Akkau and Syphus’s benefit. “I’m assuming it’s how this one followed me here. I’m hoping it’ll be able to find out more about the emblem, but eat it slowly, Cyte. I don’t want any nasty surprises.”

As much this felt like an opportunity to test out [Identify Artifact], trapped relics like the emblems would almost certainly trigger if subjected to any kind of identification spell, and Syphus’s analysis had agreed when he asked. A voidcyte, on the other hand, consumed magic utterly. Not only did it cause complete spell failure in whatever spell it tried to eat, any mana it ate was permanently removed from the mana cycle.

Normally, that made them pests, but it did also make them particularly useful when it came to disarming traps. It was too bad they couldn’t do the same for curse magic—that was one of the few types of magic that seemed to give them indigestion, to say nothing of the damage it would do to a mage’s core while trying to consume the curse.

Cale paused.

Did that mean the emblem was somehow related to curse magic? Curse magic was notoriously subtle; it could evade most basic magical senses and observational spells. Syphus’s scrying eye should have been able to spot a curse, but no matter how powerful it was, it wasn’t perfect.

Plus, the few times he had seen a voidcyte hesitate, it was almost always because of curse-based magic in some way.

“Cale,” Akkau said. “Are you certain this is safe?”

Cale considered the question, then lifted a hand and wiggled it. “Eh. It’s not going to trigger the bloodrot, if that’s what you’re worried about. The only way in which it could be unsafe is if the voidcyte gets indigestion, and you need to feed them a lot more before—”

There was a knock on the office door. Cale paused mid-sentence to stare at it, then look back at the voidcyte, which was still chewing at the emblem with a look of concentration furrowed onto its tiny face. (Cale actually wasn’t sure if voidcytes had faces, but the little starry spots around where it was chewing did look like eyes.)

“Were we waiting for anyone?” he asked.

“Headmaster Akkau?” Damien called out through the door. His voice was so soft Cale almost couldn’t hear him. “We need to report something.”

“You’re way too quiet,” Flia complained, her voice much louder and more assertive. Unfortunately, she followed this up by simply kicking the door open. “Headmaster! We—”

She froze.

Akkau stared at her, looking mildly annoyed. The catgirl, lizardfolk, and elf all looked increasingly like they wanted to be literally anywhere else. Syphus was ignoring the door; it seemed far more interested in what the voidcyte was doing.

Cale, on the other hand, was delighted. “Hey guys!” he said happily. “Glad you could join us for this. I should have come to get you, now that I think about it. Did you know Professor Graystalk is actually a pretty nice guy?”

Flia stared at him for a long moment, then turned around and began to march right back out of the room, only for Leo to grab her by the shoulders and haul her back in.

“This was your idea,” Leo said. “We can’t just leave now. Besides, I want to talk to Akkau about what Imrys did.”

“They’re clearly in the middle of something,” Flia said. Her gaze drifted to the voidcyte, and her eyes went wide. “What is that?”

“Um…” Damien looked kind of lost.

Cale was, fortunately, saved from having to answer any of those questions, because the voidcyte chose that moment to start vomiting.

“That… would be the indigestion,” Cale said, briefly puzzled. That shouldn’t have been possible, unless…

He performed a quick mental calculation, then sighed. “So hey. Remember what I told you guys?”

“About what?” Flia asked, staring at him blankly.

“You know! The thing all mages need to know how to do.” Cale slowly began to grin. Damien was the first to catch on; he looked startled, then alarmed.

“What are you—” she started, but Damien grabbed her by the arm.

“Run!” he hissed.

“Exactly!” Cale beamed. “That applies to all of us, by the way. Even you, Headmaster. You’ll know when, but the moment you see it… run.”

And right as he spoke those words, the voidcyte oozed out of the box, as if drunk— 

—and exploded.

 



 

Sneaks-In-Darkness had been honored and flattered beyond belief when she had first been chosen to join the ranks of the Red Hunters.

It was only as a scout, yes, but scouts were important. Scouts were the first line of defense against the threat of the wild, the call of the swamp. Besides, she could always move up the ranks after—Commander Isyanek had promised. All she had to do was complete this one assignment and make sure those three initiates helped infect the academy’s so-called Astral students with the shimmerdust.

If they failed or backed out, she was to kill the initiates and do it herself, then reacquire the emblems before the academy could figure out what it was and the role of the Red Hunters in all this. She’d been so excited, too! To see the shimmerdust poison spread, of course, not to kill the initiates. She would never want to do something so vulgar. It just had to be done.

Except first there had been the fire. There was so much fire. She’d had to stay out at the edges of the cafeteria—for some reason the stupid fire wards hadn’t included her, so they scorched her whenever she got too close.

Then there had been that—that human. He’d introduced himself as… Cale? What a ridiculous name. Wasn’t that a type of weed or something? Only his barriers had been impenetrable, even to her best [Dark Bypass]. She should have been able to discreetly kill whoever she wanted and steal whatever she wanted out of his barriers, but instead, her spells did nothing. He didn’t even seem to notice her! Which was both insulting and admittedly probably the one blessing in all this; at least her obfuscation charms were still working. They were enhanced by the Grand Mage himself, so they better be.

Problem was, Headmaster Akkau had been the one to carry off the three initiates after that, and Sneaks-In-Darkness knew better than to tangle with a dragon. She stayed behind instead, trying to peer at what Cale was talking about. The way he acted, he had to know something.

Except the moment that odd-looking golem had shown up, her scrying spell had vanished. It vanished again every time she tried to recast it, too, and she couldn’t waste her mana with repeated recasts.

Sneaks-In-Darkness gritted her teeth.

Fine. She could wait. She could simply hide herself just outside Akkau’s office and wait until they were finished. It was…

It wasn’t fine. It was still a partial failure, and she would hear words from the Commander later. But it would be worse if she couldn’t complete her job, so she forced herself to wait for the right moment. When Cale finally showed up, she thought her moment was almost there; all she had to do was wait until he was done. Until the Headmaster left those three alone.

Then Cale described what something called a voidcyte was going to do, and her anxiety spiked. What did he mean, it was going to extract memories from mana? She needed to stop this! She needed to find a way through his barriers or something! She was so distracted by her fear of what might happen that she didn’t even notice the three new students making their way in.

Instead, she latched on to a thought.

The voidcyte was unshielded, wasn’t it? She could attack that! End it before it could extract anything of use for these wild mages.

She targeted it with a [Shadowslice]. That would do it. The spell was another one that was enhanced by the Grand Mage himself, and nothing short of a living myth could repel it…

…Except instead of dying, the voidcyte started vomiting. Sneaks-In-Darkness had no idea what happened, but the human sounded strangely worried about something. He was giving the others some kind of warning? Was it about her? She crept to the doorway, trying to sneak a peek.

Just in time to be hit in the face with the voidcyte explosion.

When Sneaks-In-Darkness opened her eyes again, she found herself in an endless stone hallway.

“What in the eight infernal realms…?” she muttered. Her voice echoed strangely, and her obfuscation charms didn’t seem to be working anymore. The stone was real, as far as she could tell. Where was she? What was this?

It didn’t matter, she told herself. All that mattered was her mission.

She needed to find those initiates and those emblems, and they were here. Whatever happened, the Headmaster was almost certainly separated from them.

And that meant this was her chance to strike.

            
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from SilverLinings
                        

                    

                    Cyte’s fine, I promise. Probably. I mean, Cale’s recovered from exploding dozens* of times!

Magical Fun Fact: The multiverse at large has many forms of magic, not all of which interact in the same way with mana. We see a little bit of this when Cale mentions that shadelings emit a low-level psychic field. Curses (and their counterparts) are similar in that sense, since their creation is more rooted in ritual magic than traditional spellforms. Individual voidcytes could be fought (or stalled) via curse indigestion and similar tactics, but one of their strengths is the sheer volume of them and the eldritch beings they tend to attract.

Bonus Magical Fun Fact*: In the early days of Syphus’s life, it was only able to roll in directions that were “uphill” relative to it. Solving this required a great deal of alcohol and one clever gravity spell, though the necessity of the former is somewhat disputed. Its creator claims the alcohol was “an essential component of the gravity ritual”.

Notably, gravity rituals are not a thing.

*Bonus magical fun fact sponsored by a future chapter having shorter author notes, as a longer one might spoil the chapter. Make of that what you will.

As always, thanks for reading! Stay tuned for the next arc: Ghosts in the Dark.

Patreon is 10 chapters ahead! And I’m pretty active in my Discord server.



Here’s a shoutout that I intended to give a while ago, but haven’t gotten around to yet! I’ve mentioned before that Aest and I are writing buddies and shout each other out frequently, to cover my full-disclosure bases.

Stormblade is a story I did a bunch of dev work on. Mostly I gave feedback in terms of opening chapter, emotional hooks, how the system works, that sort of thing. It’s a pretty good read! Aest’s strength is his ability to ground his characters in a lot of real-world complexity, which I think is pretty essential to the sysapoc reading experience. The system is sort of Runeblade-like for skill merges, Solo Leveling-like as far as the portal breaks go, and every hunter has a unique skill they have to craft their builds around. Because all of that is centered around the MC’s sister (who is a Real Character and not just a background plot device) and the need for party building, it makes for a pretty great read.

Also our MCs have similar names and we’ve joked about that a bunch. Kade’s original unique skill sucks up all the mana in the vicinity and turns it into lightning, so most of that joking was along the lines of “we should never let Kade and Cale meet, that would be a disaster”.

If we launched closer to April we would’ve done an April Fools crossover. Oh well!
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Stormblade [Skill Merge Portal Break]





The storm embodies destruction, and now, so does Kade Noelstra.

On the worst day of his life, Kade’s system awakened, giving him the power of an unchecked storm. 

It came too late to save his stepfather, but it’s enough to let Kade follow in his footsteps. But the Unique skill he awakened is as strong as it is dangerous—for him and everyone around him. Most people would abandon a skill that unpredictable. Kade has other plans.

Skills can be merged. Storms can be tamed. All Kade has to do is delve portals like his stepfather did, gather the cores from the monsters within, and come out stronger. The speed of his growth draws unwanted eyes, both human and otherwise, but as the portals grow ever more numerous, he finds he can’t afford to slow down.

He’ll forge his lightning into a blade to wield, no matter who or what tries to stop him.



What to Expect:

- A portal-break world inspired by Changeling and Solo Leveling.

- An MC with a plan and the willingness to grind for it.

- Skills, skill merges, and synergistic skill alterations.

- 2k to 3k-word chapters, 7 days/week through Rising Stars, then 5 days/week after. 















                



Chapter 18 — Ghosts in the Dark, Pt 1


                The truth of the matter was that Cale hadn’t expected this to happen with the voidcyte.

It shouldn’t have been able to happen, really. Most cases of voidcyte indigestion didn’t lead to a full-blown auric collapse like this; even when they consumed forms of mana that didn’t quite agree with them, it took quite a lot to push them to the point of collapse. If not for that, it would have been far easier to deal with voidcyte infestations back in his last universe.

So it had been pretty weird when the voidcyte reacted so strongly. It took him a moment to figure out exactly why, but he had figured it out, and by the look on Akkau’s face he was pretty sure the Headmaster had gotten it too.

There was someone else with them. Probably a rogue mage of some kind.

Strange that Syphus hadn’t been able to spot them, considering the golem’s considerable scrying abilities. Maybe the mage had a specific ward against it? Either way, whoever they were, they’d managed to interfere with the voidcyte somehow. Likely a spell imbued with cursed magic that hit the voidcyte right at the moment of ingestion—Cale was pretty sure that would be enough to cause a collapse.

Not that auric collapses were a well-developed science or anything. It wasn’t like they happened frequently enough to study.

Cale felt a little bad he hadn’t noticed this rogue mage sooner. He’d been too distracted by whatever was going on with Akkau’s magic. And then there had been the whole thing with Damien and his friends, and magic academies often had no small number of minor magical fluctuations happening all the time anyway…

Ah well. Either way, whoever this was, they were very good at hiding, and he’d realized almost immediately that they were probably listening to him too. That left him with very few options when it came to warning his friends without accidentally giving the mage some kind of advantage; if he just told them what was going on, the mage would almost certainly be able to abuse it and navigate the collapse faster than his friends could.

So he’d settled for something simple: remember what I told you back in the labyrinth.

It wasn’t perfect, but then he hadn’t had time for much better, and Damien and the others were pretty good mages anyway. Hopefully that hint combined with their own experiences as mages would be enough to guide them through the collapse. All they had to do was not panic, think on their feet, and figure out exactly when they needed to run!

…Cale figured he’d better hurry anyway, though. Just in case.

There were far too many people caught up in this for his comfort. How many were there in total? The Headmaster, Syphus, the three students that tried spiking the cafeteria food, his three Ancient Artifact classmates, and one rogue mage. That made nine?

He grimaced. At least Akkau would probably be fine—

“Cale?” Damien sounded panicked, and Cale nearly jumped; he hadn’t expected anyone else to land with him. “What happened? Where is everyone?”

Cale looked at Damien for a moment, then sighed. At least this meant the dreadshade was safe. “Calm down,” he said sternly instead of answering. He took the dreadshade by the shoulder to steady him. “You’re leaking decay mana.”

Damien froze. He nodded guiltily and took a few deep breaths, trying to force himself to calm, and slowly Cale felt the mana around him beginning to settle.

The fact that Damien could leak mana at all inside the boundary of an auric collapse was fascinating, though Cale did his best not to fixate on it. Mana usage was supposed to be nearly impossible in this kind of space, especially when the collapse was caused by a voidcyte, of all things. Only archmage-level mages and above were supposed to be able to push mana out of their core at all, and even then it was a rudimentary thing.

Even his own barrier felt like it was closer to a thick layer of gel than an actual protective shield, and trying to shape it felt like he was trying to lug around a sledgehammer. Cale shuddered. It felt kind of gross, really. Auric collapses like this were always kind of unpleasant.

“Our friends are fine,” Cale said, gesturing for Damien to follow him and starting off at a light jog. In front of them was pretty much nothing but a perfectly symmetrical, repeating pattern of stone, but he kept an eye out anyway for anything that resembled marks or scuffs. If he remembered right, then there would be some kind of doorway somewhere. “They shouldn’t be too far away. You were holding on to Flia when the backlash happened, right?”

Damien nodded, although he looked ashamed. “I lost my grip, though.”

“I’d be impressed if you managed to keep it during an auric collapse.” Cale gave Damien a reassuring pat on the shoulder, then glanced behind them, just in case. Nothing yet. “The good news is that means she probably won’t be too far from us. Same with Leo, since you guys were pretty close together. We should be able to find them pretty quick.”

He paused. “Actually, Leo might find us first,” he said. “I have no idea if this place counts as a labyrinth. Maybe his labyrinth instincts would work here?”

Damien winced. “I don’t think he’d like that.”

“Probably not.” Cale’s smile faded a bit.

“What is this place, anyway?” Damien asked quietly.

Cale considered his response for a moment. “It’s an auric collapse,” he said eventually. “A rare form of magical backlash, basically. Nearly impossible to replicate in most circumstances. You’d need someone archmage-level or higher for it to even be possible, and then you’d need them to rupture their own core while attempting to cast a twelfth-tier spell or higher.”

Damien made an uncomfortable sort of squeaking sound and shuddered. Cale didn’t blame him; a core rupture was basically the stuff of nightmares for any mage. “How did this happen, then?” Damien blurted. “How much… how much danger are we really in?”

“The how is something I’m still trying to figure out,” Cale admitted. He glanced at Damien, then sighed. “And pretty dangerous, if I’m being honest, but it shouldn’t be too bad as long as we keep our wits about us. Based on what I’m feeling, this one should end in about thirty minutes. Give or take.”

“What do I need to look out for?” Damien asked next. Cale shot him a look with a slightly raised eyebrow, both surprised and pleased.

“Good question,” he said after a moment. “Pretty much anything unusual, really. Think of an auric collapse as… the entirety of someone’s magical potential inverting itself.”

Cale stopped as he came to what looked like a sort of rectangular outline in the wall, then began running his fingers along its edges. “Normally, a mana core is used to contain and direct magic,” he explained as he worked. “But during an auric collapse, the core expresses all that magic outward. It creates something like a pocket dimension that contains a psychic manifestation of every spell the core has ever been used to cast.”

“A psychic—” Damien interrupted himself and shook his head. “But that thing wasn’t a mage, was it?”

“The voidcyte? No. It’s just a pest that eats magic.” Cale snorted, then knocked irritably at the wall. There had to be a way to open this thing, but it didn’t seem to want to budge. “Makes it a lot more dangerous when they experience an auric collapse, though. A voidcyte-triggered collapse contains a manifestation of every spell they’ve ever eaten, and let me tell you, that usually includes some pretty disturbing stuff.”

“Oh.” Damien’s voice was small. “I’ll… try to keep an eye out, I guess. Also, um, what are you doing?”

“Trying to figure out how to open this door,” Cale grumbled. “Collapses tend to be divided into sections for the people caught in them. We need to get into the next one.”

Damien hesitated. “…May I try something?”

Cale blinked and stepped back. “Sure.”

Damien stepped forward and began pressing on a sequence of bricks. Cale watched for a moment, not entirely sure what the dreadshade was doing, but then there was a distinct click; the stone rumbled, and a door slid open.

Cale whistled. “Nice job,” he said. “How’d you know to do that?”

“There was… a pattern. In the decay.” Damien hesitated. “I don’t know how to explain it better than that.”

Cale gave Damien a thoughtful look. “You know, this is just a pet theory of mine, but I’ve always thought that when a voidcyte triggers an auric collapse, it’s different from when a mage does it,” he said. He stepped past Damien and into the newer hallway, gesturing for the dreadshade to follow. “An auric collapse from a mage doesn’t look anything like this. They’re supposed to be unique to the mage, since every core is different. With voidcytes, though, it’s the same stone hallways every time.”

“Has this, um… happened to you a lot?” Damien asked, following him hesitantly. Cale picked up the pace again into a light jog.

“Far more than is probably healthy,” Cale said cheerfully. “The point is, it makes me wonder. It’s the same hallways every time, right? Maybe the hallways represent some kind of internal structure all voidcytes share—probably whatever it is that lets them digest magic the way they do.”

Damien shuddered. “Are you saying we’re inside its digestive system? I feel like that’s kind of morbid.”

“Maybe a little bit.” Cale laughed. “I happen to think it’s cool, but that’s beside the point. What I’m trying to get at is that if I’m right, you might be exceptionally suited to navigating this thing. More than even Leo, let’s say.”

“…I don’t know if I like where this is going.”

“Good! That means you have good survival instincts.” Cale smirked. “But think about it—if your decay senses are working so well and we’re inside some magical digestive system, then the biggest sources of decay should be the freshest sources of magic. In other words—”

“—our friends.” Damien caught on to what he was saying pretty quickly. “You’re saying I might be able to find them?”

“Do you think you can?” Cale asked. “Because it could make things a lot easier for us.” 

“I…” Damien hesitated for a long moment, but eventually pulled his cloak tight around his shoulders and gave him a small, determined nod. “Yeah. I think I can do that.”

“Excellent.” Cale smiled at Damien. A part of his mind, though, carefully caught and catalogued what was happening with the dreadshade’s cloak. That thing was interesting. It was fluttering slightly despite the complete lack of wind, which wasn’t all that unusual for magical cloaks, but… it was also somehow drawing in all the trace amounts of ambient decay mana Damien was leaking.

That was probably a good thing. Even trace amounts of decay mana could do a lot of damage. He hadn’t paid the cloak much attention before, though, and now that he was, something about it struck him as odd. There weren’t that many artifacts like this he couldn’t identify at a glance.

(Artifacts like this, in this case, meant specifically cloaks. Cale liked cloaks. They were cool.)

He’d have to find a moment to talk to Damien about it later. For now, though—

“We’ll need you to find the next doorway, then,” he said. “I’m pretty sure we should come across someone else before that…”

He trailed off, blinking. “Speak of the devil,” he said. There was something off in the distance. A lot of somethings.

“What?” Damien looked at him nervously.

“Get ready to fight,” Cale said.

“Fight?” Damien shot him a wide-eyed look. “What do you mean, fight?”

Cale lifted his fists and grinned, his mana beginning to swirl around him. It had been a while since he’d gotten into a good brawl, and the manifested spells he could sense in the darkness were perfect for it.

“I mean exactly what I said. Get ready to fight.”

 



 

Flia had no idea where they were or what they were doing here, but she and Leo ran like their lives depended on it.

They probably did. Flia hadn’t exactly known Cale for a long time—in fact, they’d really only known each other for the duration of a single class, and she still hadn’t gotten a chance to take a damn nap so she could process all of it—but there had been some genuine worry in the warning he’d given them.

Not a lot of it. Flia wasn’t sure if anything could make the human more than mildly concerned, what with everything she’d seen of him. Her, though?

Well, if something could make Cale mildly concerned, she was pretty sure she needed to be worried about her life.

Hence all the running.

The worst part was probably the fact that she was weak here. Weak in a way she wasn’t used to being. The Gift wasn’t working, and her magic felt like it was entirely sealed—she couldn’t even push her mana out of her core, and from what Leo had said, neither could he.

The good news was that his labyrinth senses were still working, though he seemed both reluctant to admit it and angry that he’d somehow ended up in a second labyrinth in the same day. Flia couldn’t say she blamed him, but it was all they had, so they were glad for it.

Then she’d turned to look back, and, well… now they were running. Because what they saw definitely qualified as something they needed to be running from.

“We need to find out where the others are,” Flia said, risking another quick glance behind them. There was something chasing them. She didn’t know what it was, but it appeared in the corner of her sight every time she glanced back down the hallway, and every time she did it was a little bit closer.

It was ugly, too. An ugly, smiling thing that made her core ripple in revulsion, lumbering after them and disappearing whenever they tried to look.

“You think… I don’t… know that?” Leo panted. He was struggling a lot more with the whole running thing. “Is it… still there?”

“It’s definitely still there,” Flia said. “If anything, it’s gaining on us.”

Leo winced, but forced himself to keep running. She could tell it was wearing him down, though. Flia didn’t exactly have physical muscles to exert, but Leo struggled to maintain a full sprint for very long.

They needed a solution that wasn’t running, Flia knew, but she had no idea what that might be. There wasn’t a chance in any of the eight—seven?—infernal realms that they’d be able to fight this thing, especially without their magic.

But there had to be something they could do other than run. They were mages, for crying out loud!

“Flia,” Leo said. “I think—I think you should—”

“Don’t you dare.” Flia glared at him.

There had to be something.

Unbidden, her thoughts went back to the labyrinth. Cale had said something about running, but that wasn’t the only thing he’d done back then, was it? How had he gotten through all the labyrinth’s challenges? A huge part of it was sheer experience, but she didn’t have experience with whatever this was.

But even for someone like Cale, there had to have been a first time, hadn’t there? The man seemed to live for first times, if anything. He’d also gotten past a sphinx without fighting it or answering any of its riddles, all because he’d happened to know… the… rules…

Flia slowed.

“Flia? What are you doing?” Leo cast a panicked gaze past her into the darkness and flinched, but forced himself to slow alongside her, not wanting to leave her behind.

“Cale didn’t exactly say to run,” Flia said.

“What do you mean? That’s exactly what he said! He said all mages need to know when to run!”

“Exactly,” Flia said. She stopped entirely in her tracks, and although Leo looked incredibly reluctant, he followed suit. “He told us that we need to know when to run. And he told us we’d know when.”

“He said to run the moment we see it,” Leo hissed.

“I’m not talking about just now,” Flia said. “Back during Professor Imrys’s class, in the labyrinth, remember? He said above all else, a mage needs to know when to run.”

“The creepy thing following us isn’t enough reason to run?” Leo demanded. Flia shook her head slowly.

“Magic has rules,” she said. She did it more to convince herself than anything—she wasn’t entirely sure, and she was really hoping she wasn’t wrong. Flia might not have known exactly what was happening or what they were facing, but all magic did have rules. Mythologies like the sphinx were bound even more tightly by those rules, as a tradeoff for their power.

Cale had taken advantage of that. He’d known the rules. Flia didn’t, but… surely she could learn what they were? If this space was so powerful that it could suppress their magic so thoroughly, then it had to have its own rules. Something they could use.

Every time she glanced back, the curse was closer. The speed at which they were running almost seemed like it didn’t make a difference—the amount of distance closed was always the same.

Five paces closer, every time.

She took a few steps forward, then glanced back, mentally recording where it was. “Don’t look back yet,” she told Leo. “Keep looking down the hallway. I want to test something.”

Leo stared at her for a moment. “Now?” he asked. There was a tight edge in his voice. “You better not get us killed, Flia.”

“It’ll be fine.” Flia tried not to let the tension show in her own words, though she was pretty sure she failed spectacularly. Whatever was following them was now close enough that she could see its yellowed teeth for the briefest of moments before it vanished again.

It felt almost like it was a manifested curse of some kind, although she had no idea if such a thing was possible. Her core trembled in sympathetic resonance with it, though. That was pretty damning evidence.

But what if that sympathetic resonance was hiding something else? What rules did this thing have to follow?

Flia stepped in the opposite direction, this time toward the curse, then risked another glance.

It was exactly five paces closer.

“You only move when we try to look,” Flia said out loud. “A set distance every time, and not only that, but your position is relative to ours. You’re already anchored to our cores, aren’t you? Or is there more than one of you?”

Leo glanced back at her and nearly jumped with surprise, but caught himself before he started running again. “Wait,” he muttered. “You’re right. Is it… are there two of them? One for each of us?”

“Mine’s about thirty paces from me,” Flia said.

“Same,” Leo said, and his eyes narrowed slightly in realization. “If it only moves when we look back, then all we have to do is stop looking back, right?”

“That’s one way to deal with it.” Flia frowned slightly. “But if this thing is moving relative to us, then it’s already bound to us in some way. I’d rather we get rid of it entirely. I’m just not sure how we’re supposed to do that, without our magic.”

Leo took a deep breath, and something in him seemed to settle. “Okay,” he said. From the look on his face, he was thinking rapidly. “It’s bound by a rule? Like living mythologies are?”

“Seems like it,” Flia said. “You have an idea?”

“I’ve spent a lot of time reading about living mythologies,” Leo said, his fingers tightening around his notebook as he thought. “If this thing works anything like one of those, then we need to force it to break that rule. It’ll break whatever hold this thing has on us.”

Flia’s brows drew together. “How are we supposed to do that?”

“It’s supposed to stay behind us and get closer every time we look, right?” Leo asked. Flia nodded. “Alright, then I’m going to keep looking ahead. You turn around and look down the opposite direction. That way, there won’t be a ‘behind’. On three, we both glance back. That should force it to try to manifest in two different places at once.”

“Are we sure this is going to work?” Flia asked. She had to admit, though, it sounded right. And Leo had read far more about living mythologies than she. “What’s going to happen once it breaks its rule?”

“It’s not going to kill it, but it should stun it,” Leo said. “…Based on what I’ve read, anyway. There’s a chance we just piss it off, but I don’t think I want this thing stuck to my back.”

“Me either.” Flia managed a smile she wasn’t really feeling, and was gratified when Leo smiled back at her. “You ready?”

“Terrified, actually.”

Flia snorted. “Me too.”

They took their positions, back to back. “One,” Leo said. “Two… three!”

They each glanced back at once—

—and there was an impulse.

The magic around them shuddered and contracted, and then something neither of them had noticed unbound itself from their cores and flew back into the darkness. Flia caught a glimpse of what seemed like ribbons and teeth and a manic, permanent smile, and shuddered at the sight.

Leo had it worse, though. The poor guy looked like he was struggling not to vomit.

“Did we—did we do it?” he asked. Flia stared down the corridor, not entirely sure herself; her heart was still hammering.

“We did,” she said, but even as she spoke, she saw a shape moving in the darkness. “But not for long. It’s moving already. It’s just not bound to us anymore. Which means—”

“Now we run.” Leo completed the sentence. “I think I get it now.” He still looked a little sick, but he managed to flash her a grin, and Flia couldn’t stop herself from grinning back.

“So do I,” she said. She started off at a sprint, with Leo following close behind.

Then she frowned to herself. “Cale better not be infectious,” she muttered.

 



 

Sneaks-In-Darkness had no idea how long she had been walking along the same boring stone hallway, but she was pretty sure she was getting close to her targets. She could track them easily enough, at least, no matter how much this strange space dampened her abilities—soul-links were difficult to break, after all. Those who argued the ethics of soul-links with mage initiates simply didn’t recognize the importance of the Red Hunters and their mission.

All that said, she couldn’t entirely shake the feeling that something was wrong. She didn’t know what brought her here in the first place, and it was stranger still that her targets had apparently been brought to the same space. What was that thing that the human captured? Was it the cause of all this?

Now that she thought about it, if she could bring that information back to Commander Isyanek, she would almost certainly be rewarded, wouldn’t she? It might even make up for her failure in preventing their involvement from getting out.

The Commander loved esoteric magics like this. Anything that could be used to control, anything that could be turned into a weapon—he wanted them all. They were safe only in his hands, he said; anyone else might abuse the power they granted, but he would make sure they were put to use for the mission.

She shivered at the thought. Every time he spoke of the mission, his eyes burned with such mesmerizing passion. She knew, deep in her heart, that he must have suffered some truly terrible tragedy at the hands of the wild mages. That explained his dedication, his will to see the mission through.

Sneaks-In-Darkness would not disappoint him.

That meant she had two priorities now. First was to find her targets so she could get rid of them—the initiates had failed, and failure was unacceptable among the Red Hunters.

Second, though?

Second was to find that human, that… “Cale,” and get him to tell her all his secrets. Maybe she could even bring him to the Commander. She would surely be rewarded for that.

Mind made up, she ran forward. She had to keep running, after all. The human had said something about it, and she wasn’t foolish enough to just ignore advice from someone that clearly knew what all of this was.

Behind her, a flickering being of red-purple flame followed, growing with every moment that passed.
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Chapter 19 — Ghosts in the Dark, Pt 2


                Manifested necromancy spells, Cale felt, were the best kinds of spells to fight.

He sort of relished the opportunity, really. Most spells manifested in ways that couldn’t be fought in any direct fashion—you either had to run away from them or figure out their rules (so you could proceed to run away from them.) Necromancy, on the other hand, was a form of soul magic, and manifested soul magic generally followed one deceptively simple rule: they had to be fought in hand-to-hand combat.

Well, sort of. The reality of it was a little more nuanced than that. There were often a dozen minor rules that governed how the spell could be beaten back, ranging from weak spots to bizarrely specific requirements that had to be met in order for the spell to take any significant damage. The last time he’d been stuck inside an auric collapse like this, he’d encountered a necromancy spell that could only be hurt if it was punched following the rhythm of the song it was humming. That had been a fun fight.

Cale had no idea why soul magic in particular was like this. It might have had something to do with the nature of it in general—manifested spells did have to reflect the actual spell in some way, and so it was no real surprise that manifested soul magic would reflect the variable nature of souls, even if no actual souls were involved.

Anyway, he was letting himself get distracted. Cale could hear the sound of someone else fighting in the distance. He was pretty sure it was Akkau, but it was hard to make him out through the darkness, and he had a crowd of manifested spells he needed to fight through first.

With Damien’s help, of course. Although the dreadshade did look rather nervous about it…

Still, no time for hesitation! Cale dove into the fight, ducking and weaving, and immediately got punched in the face.

“Ow,” he said. Damien looked at him incredulously, but he waved it off; his barrier had protected him.

Mostly.

It had softened the blow, at any rate. His nose wasn’t even bleeding!

“Cale,” Damien said. “Are you bad at fighting?”

“Absolutely not,” Cale said. “I’m very good at fighting. Do you know how much time I’ve spent getting good at fighting? Probably longer than your great-great-grandfather’s been ali—”

The manifested spell punched him in the face again. Cale scowled. “Rude,” he scolded the spell. “Don’t interrupt me when I’m talking.”

The spell looked flabbergasted. Its manifested form resembled a skeleton of sorts, presumably because it was a manifested version of something like [Raise Skeleton], and it was staring at him with its jaw flopped open.

Cale stared at this for a moment, then sighed. “Aw, I can’t be mad at you,” he told the spell. “I—”

He got punched in the face a third time.

“Cale!” Damien shouted, exasperated. “Stop letting yourself get punched in the face!”

“I need time to get used to this body!” Cale complained. He ducked under the next blow before it could get him in the face again, and this time managed to land a strike directly in the center of the skeleton-spell’s ribs; it fell back with a surprised look on its skull. Or maybe skeletons just looked surprised all the time. “I’ve only been in it for like thirty years, and I’ll have you know I spent most of them studying!”

“What does that even mean?!” Damien shouted. He was fighting through a throng of other spells to get to him, but hadn’t quite made it yet.

Cale noted with some surprise that the dreadshade was actually good with hand-to-hand combat like this. He ducked effortlessly under the spells that tried to strike him, and he almost seemed to flow around any of the attacks he couldn’t directly dodge. Whenever he struck back, he put the full force of his momentum into it, handily knocking back whatever he targeted.

He wasn’t exceptionally strong or anything—dreadshades weren’t known for that kind of thing—but he was effective, and all they really needed to do was get through the spells, not kill them. Spells couldn’t really be killed, anyway.

On his end of things, the skeleton-spell had managed to stand up again. Cale glanced back at it and frowned right as it began to charge at him, arm winding up for a clumsy swing.

He hadn’t been lying. He wasn’t entirely used to fighting in this body. Reincarnation was a bit of a lottery, after all; it was a lottery biased in his favor, but there still tended to be minor differences from life to life. That meant that every time he found himself in a new body, he needed to spend time adjusting and training, especially if he planned on doing extensive amounts of physical combat.

In his last world, he… hadn’t.

That didn’t mean he was entirely helpless, of course. Far from it. For the most part, it just meant he was more prone to making mistakes.

And to getting punched in the face.

An attack this clumsy wasn’t exactly hard to counter, though. Cale grabbed the skeleton-spell’s wrist as it swung at him, turned, and threw; it flew through the air, gawking at him—

—and when it clattered to the ground, it scattered into a disparate array of bones. Cale grinned. He wasn’t completely rusty. “Gotta throw the skeletons!” he called. “Stuns them for a bit!”

“Just stuns?!” Damien called back. Cale watched as the dreadshade managed to swing one over his shoulder and into the wall, forcing it to break apart.

“Well, yeah! You can’t kill a spell manifestation!” he called back. Stunning was about the best you could do. “Different spells will have different weaknesses, so call them out when you figure them out!”

“I—” Damien gave up before he even finished protesting. “Got it!”

With that, they set to work. It didn’t take them too much time; nothing they fought had any particularly unusual weaknesses. The worst of them was a wispy looking thing that Cale was pretty sure was the manifested version of some sort of resurrection spell. Cale winced when he recognized it—someone must have tried to revive themselves while they were being consumed by Cyte. Interrupted resurrection spells were rarely pretty.

That one took a moment for them to get through. It attacked by creating waves of physical force that blew them back, and it was only when Cale resorted to just throwing things at it that they realized it couldn’t push back non-living objects with its force waves. It took particular exception to being hit by any of the stones from the hallway, it seemed, and ran off screeching after the third brick Damien threw struck it in the ribs.

“Nice job,” Cale said approvingly. Damien was panting, but managed to give him a thumbs up.

Together, they made it through the rest of the hallway to where Akkau was…

Well, fighting was a strong word for what he was doing, really. He was standing there impassively while a number of spells beat themselves against him, to no particular success. Cale watched this for a moment, then snickered. “Showoff.”

“I see little reason to waste my energy on these things,” Akkau said. There was a faint twitch to his mouth that might have suggested amusement, but it vanished as quickly as it came. “I believe I understand what this is, but auric collapses are rare enough that I have little experience with them. Cale, what is your suggested course of action?”

“Are you asking me or testing me?” Cale asked, raising a brow. Akkau stared at him without a word, and after a beat, he sighed. “We should move through the segments of the collapse as quickly as we can to locate the other students. There’s almost certainly a rogue mage involved in all this.”

“What type of mage are they?” Akkau pressed. Cale scowled.

“Did you spot them and not tell me?” he accused.

Akkau merely raised a single scaled brow at him. “Well?”

“Assassination specialty, most likely,” Cale said, ignoring Damien’s sharp intake of breath. “Probably shadow- or dark-attribute core, if I had to guess. They wouldn’t have been able to avoid mine or Syphus’s mana detection otherwise. You don’t need to keep testing me, you know.”

“I am not.” Akkau turned to start walking, and Cale fell into step beside him as Damien followed just behind. He walked at a quick clip, too, forcing them both to struggle to keep up. “I simply wish to keep the true extent of my capabilities hidden.”

He paused for a moment, then added, with a slightly playful lilt in his voice: “Are you any different?”

Cale narrowed his eyes slightly, but said nothing, and after a moment he realized with a start that the Headmaster had managed to weave a spatial spell around them as they walked. That made him glance sharply up at the dragon. A spatial spell within the boundary of an auric collapse? Spatial spells were complex. It couldn’t have been less than sixth tier, and more importantly, to do it in a place like this…

That was beyond the realm of an archmage’s capabilities.

“You know, if I’m going to be your apprentice, we should probably share some secrets,” Cale pointed out mildly. And he wasn’t just doing it because he was suddenly very interested in Akkau’s secrets, either.

“Hm.” Akkau seemed to smile slightly. “I suppose there is merit in that. Very well. Find me in my office tonight, and we shall properly begin your apprenticeship. Perhaps we will find we have much to learn from one another, hm?”

Cale blinked. He was a little surprised by how open the Headmaster was being—he’d been expecting more pushback. “Sure,” he said cautiously.

Neither of them were fools. Master and apprentice were nothing more than titles, at the end of the day, and both of them were old enough to know they had plenty to gain from one another. Akkau was pretending to be aloof, but from the way the dragon had made space for him…

Heh. Cale smiled. The dragon was rather carefully treating him as an equal, not just as an apprentice. He wasn’t used to dragons, of all species, having the humility to do that.

That was delightfully interesting.

Cale was, he decided, very happy he’d allowed himself to be summoned to Utelia.

 



 

Damien had no idea what was happening, but he was pretty sure Cale and Akkau were somehow having a whole separate conversation on top of the one they were literally having. The words were one thing, but the air between the two felt charged with a certain kind of tension, like they were evaluating something about one another with every sentence they traded.

He had no idea what to make of it. The last time he’d encountered anything like this, it was with his fath—

Damien winced and clutched at his head, his form wavering as a spike of pain drove itself into his skull.

No. He still couldn’t… he couldn’t think about him. Couldn’t let himself think about him, not even for a moment.

There were ways he could make himself useful here. He felt outclassed next to mages like Akkau and Cale, but Cale had said so himself—he was especially suited for navigating the… what had the human called this? An auric collapse?

He just needed to search out sources of decay. Cale had said something about collapses being marked by different segments, which meant he had to search for some kind of doorway, perhaps? Like the one they’d just been through.

“There,” Damien said desperately, interrupting the conversation Cale and Akkau were having. There was a seam in the wall that was almost invisible; both Cale and Akkau had missed it, apparently. But Damien could feel the tiniest dredge of decay seeping through its boundary, and more importantly, he could feel how to get through.

“Well done,” Cale said warmly, and Damien ducked his head. He still wasn’t used to praise. Akkau pressed a claw against the stone and hummed in thought.

“Can you open this?” he asked, turning to Damien.

Damien nodded rapidly. “Yes. Um, I think…”

There was a pattern in the stone, hidden among the bricks. It was different from before, but if he traced the pattern, followed the shape of what seemed to be some kind of rune…

The door rumbled open, and on the other side, a water elemental and minotaur sprinted toward them. Damien blinked in surprise.

“Out of the way!” Leo shouted, panting. He kept glancing behind him, where Damien could feel something… something awful. He froze in the doorway, unsure of what to do.

Thankfully, Cale wasn’t nearly as frozen, and casually hauled him out of the way.

Moments later, Flia splashed through. She was followed shortly by Leo, whose momentum carried him hard enough that his horns tore chunks out of the stone on the opposite side of the hall; the minotaur was breathing hard, taking deep, ragged lungfuls of air as he tried to speak.

“Close it,” Flia said desperately, saying the words Leo couldn’t. “Close the door!”

Damien, operating on autopilot, traced the pattern again, and the stone door slid shut a split second before an awful, smiling thing could slip through.

“Great!” Cale said. “Now we just need to find the assassin.”

Flia and Leo both turned to stare at him.

“The what,” Flia said.

 



 

Aila Quickpaw knew they were being hunted, and she had no idea what to do.

Neither did Izzik or Geraal. The former wasn’t much help; that yellow-bellied bluescale had been panicking ever since they got here, and Geraal wasn’t far behind. He might have liked to put on an air of superiority, but she’d known him since she was a child. He was a softie compared to most of the other elves of the Forest Wing.

She and Izzik were both members of the Beast Wing, though, and their magic had sharpened their instincts to a razor’s edge. Inside the… wherever this was, those same instincts were screaming at them. It didn’t help that all her magic was somehow being forcibly contained within her core, taking away her only way to control those instincts.

The truth was that Aila was barely holding it together, and she was a shifter, not a full-on beastfolk like Izzik was. If it was this bad for her, she couldn’t imagine what he was going through. No wonder he’d spent the last who-knew-how-long curled up against the wall and hyperventilating.

Aila couldn’t help but resent him for it, though. Coward, she thought viciously. Geraal too. They’re both cowards.

And so am I.

She gritted her teeth, trying to shake off the thoughts before they could consume her. “We need a plan before she finds us,” she said. She hated how desperate she sounded. “Anyone?”

Geraal refused to speak. He wasn’t hyperventilating the way Izzik was, but he’d started going silent since before they tried spiking the cafeteria food with shimmerdust. He was sitting on the ground with his eyes closed, like he was meditating, but Aila saw the tears in the corners of his eyes.

Izzik wasn’t any help either, and she doubted he was going to be anytime soon.

Dammit.

They were going to die. If the Headmaster didn’t kill them himself, then their handler surely would. If the soul-link was anything to go by, she was getting closer and closer. She had to be only minutes away now.

Sneaks-In-Darkness. Aila distinctly remembered thinking about how cool the mage was the first time they’d met; she wore one of those high-tier shadowcloaks, and although she’d affected a humble posture and tone, Aila was absolutely sure the woman was an archmage. Maybe a recent one, judging by the strength of her magic, but an archmage nonetheless.

Even just walking around, Sneaks-In-Darkness gave off an air of danger. Oh, she spoke like she was nothing more than a civil servant, all humble words and polite bows, but the way she moved was like concentrated death. Aila felt the power radiating from her with every move she made. It was like she was a single step away from shredding everything around her.

And then there was the look in her eyes.

Aila had loved the look in her eyes. She wasn’t sure what it was, exactly, but something about it set her heart thumping. She’d started following Sneaks-In-Darkness around as she did her rounds at their academy last semester, asking her questions, trying to learn. She wanted to be just like her, she said, and the Red Hunter had welcomed it. She’d asked her warm questions about her friends, about her magic, about what she was working on.

At the end of that semester, when the Red Hunters were due to leave, Sneaks-In-Darkness had found her and pressed the Red Hunter emblem into her paws. She told Aila that she had potential. That she was thinking about taking on an apprentice one day.

Aila thought she’d finally done something right. Earning the approval of an archmage—that was incredible, wasn’t it?

Her parents hadn’t seemed to think so. Her brothers looked horrified. The only ones that understood were her closest friends, Izzik and Geraal; they’d found mentors of their own among the Red Hunters, and the three of them talked long into the night about what they would do once they joined.

Izzik wanted to fix things. He admired them, but thought their methods were too harsh. Geraal had been reticent about it, but had said something about his father being one of the Red Hunters, and how he wanted to prove himself.

It was clear how much Sneaks-In-Darkness and the other Red Hunters believed in them, too. Those emblems were like a cheat code. They would regularly shine in the middle of the night and dispense crucial advice about some spell or the other, or even magical secrets that would be important in the upcoming tests. Aila, Izzik, and Geraal all quickly rose to be the top of their respective classes.

They’d been so happy about it. This semester, Aila had thought, would be their best one yet.

And then one night, about a week ago, everything changed.

It had happened when she and Izzik were alone in the library. Geraal had been asleep at the time, but both she and Izzik’s emblems had suddenly begun to shine. When they held the emblems out, the shimmerdust vial had appeared, along with a message recorded by Sneaks herself. Aila had been so excited.

That excitement had turned very quickly into horror. The archmage’s voice had been so… warm. She told them how excited the Red Hunters were to have such promising students as initiates, and told them in no uncertain terms that this was their most important test yet.

And then, in the same warm tone, Sneaks-In-Darkness told them what would happen if they failed.

“I hope you understand how important this is,” she said, her voice full of false sympathy. “We don’t want to do this, really, but us Red Hunters can’t afford traitors or failures. Think of it as a protective measure to keep our mission safe.”

Aila had never felt so stupid. And Izzik… he’d stopped speaking to her after that. Geraal knew something had changed, clearly, but said nothing about it.

Earlier, he’d said he hadn’t been threatened. Why? What made him so special? Why was he…

Aila looked up. “Geraal,” she said. “The reason you weren’t threatened. Is it because your dad’s already…?”

Geraal stared at her for a long moment, then nodded slightly. He said nothing further, but Aila knew him well enough. She’d wondered why he’d started to withdraw when they first began to meet with the Red Hunters. She hadn’t thought to ask about it.

Sneaks-In-Darkness was getting closer. The soul-link was two-way, and Aila knew the smart thing to do was run. If she wanted to, she could force Izzik and Geraal to get on their feet and start moving away. If the archmage turned her gaze on any of them, they would die; she knew that for a fact.

But what was the point? Those bloodrot bombs were pinned on them anyway. They would just be prolonging things until the Red Hunters activated those bombs themselves.

And what that human had said about that poison… about the shimmerdust…

Aila had genuinely thought that they were helping. That the Red Hunters were doing a service, even if that service was ugly at times. The fact that they needed shimmerdust at all told her otherwise.

She huddled further into a ball.

Maybe it would be for the best if they were caught.

            
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from SilverLinings
                        

                    

                    Muscle memory is a funny thing when you’re cycling bodies and having to go through the pesky aging thing, even if you have friends that can prolong the lifespan of your natural body. Actually, especially if you have friends that can do that.

Not that Cale has ever pulled a Face of Boe.

Probably. I mean, he might have done it once as a prank.

Magical Fun Fact: Cale has started entire revolutions against liches and necromancers in at least two realms simply by introducing the population to the idea of scent magic (and perfume). Turns out the rotting dead don’t make for very good air quality.

Other Fun Fact: Did you know Patreon gets its own Fun Facts as of chapter 22 or so? I do my a/ns as I’m posting so they all end up somewhat unique. Also I have a Discord server! Sometimes I put bloopers there.

See you all Tuesday for the next one!



                



Chapter 20 — Ghosts in the Dark, Pt 3


                Sneaks-In-Darkness had finally managed to make it through the stupid door.

She didn’t know how long she’d spent working at the damn thing. It had taken her almost fifteen minutes just to find it, hidden in the stone as it was, and another five minutes just to pry it open. Spending this long doing anything was just embarrassing. She was a part of the Red Hunters! Being stumped by a door was… it was…

Bah. It didn’t matter. She was through the door now, though she could swear that for some reason the hallways were getting hotter; it was sweltering, and Sneaks couldn’t sweat to cool herself down like most other species could. None of her cooling spells were working, either. Her shadowcloak was helping, but it was only helping so much.

She needed to get to those initiates soon. It was a matter of professional pride, at this point; she could have taken the mission as a failure and gone back to the Commander, told him to activate the bloodrot, but that would definitely alert their enemies to their activities. That had to be a last resort thing, at least until they could establish enough of a foothold that their enemies no longer mattered.

Right now, Headmaster Akkau was one of the only mages still standing in their way. They couldn’t afford to anger him too overtly. That dragon, she was told, had spells that could kill every last one of the Red Hunters, and while the Commander had contingency plans in case he used them, he would prefer not to have to use them.

Sneaks-In-Darkness preferred that too. She didn’t know what those contingency plans were, exactly, but she’d been around the Commander enough to have noticed the stink of the magic coming up from beneath the floorboards. It felt… wrong, to her mana sense, like she was sensing something that didn’t quite belong to any of the Great Realms.

She didn’t need to know what it was to know that whatever it did was terrible. But if anyone could be trusted with that kind of power, it was Commander Isyanek; he would make sure that it would be leveraged only to put down the threat of wild magic once and for all.

That meant that right now, she had to do her duty. She had to find those initiates before Headmaster Akkau could disable the magic in those emblems and interrogate them. Preferably, she’d also find Cale and capture him, but Sneaks-In-Darkness knew she might have to wait until she could catch him off-guard.

She hadn’t gotten this far by failing to be cautious, after all, and while Cale didn’t feel especially dangerous, something about that was off. His barriers had fended off her spells entirely, for one thing. Even if his core didn’t feel like that of an archmage’s, it was best she treat him like an archmage-level threat, just in case—

Sneaks-In-Darkness stopped in her tracks, her thoughts cut off by what she saw in front of her. She frowned. This wasn’t any of the initiates. It was the golem that had somehow managed to cut off her scrying spells. Why did the soul-link feel like it was leading her here?

The golem’s eye seemed to blur slightly. Sneaks-In-Darkness watched hesitantly as the eye split into two, then four, each one bound with a slightly different but equally powerful scrying spell.

“I see,” the golem said shortly. It cocked its head at her. “My name’s Syphus. Well, sort of. Yours is Sneaks-In-Darkness. You’re a kobold archmage, a Red Hunter, and… you’ve got three soul-links to the academy’s students.”

Sneaks-In-Darkness narrowed her eyes. It had managed to see through her shadowcloak? How was it using magic at all? This space suppressed magic; even she could barely use her spells, although she could use them. Either this golem was an archmage like she was, or…

“Wild mage,” she hissed, her voice seething with hatred. She drew her daggers from her belt.

As far as she could tell, the space they were in was completely magically isolated. Normally, the Red Hunters followed protocol; they had to get the wild mages to break first, to prove they were a danger to the public.

In here, though? She could end this thing before it could take a single life. She began to advance, stalking forward.

Syphus looked at her. Its eyes shuffled slightly, the scrying spells rearranging themselves into a different configuration before merging back into a single nexus. “Hm,” it said. “Rule: Grows with distance from origin. And you’ve been ignoring it?”

“What in the eight infernal realms are you talking about,” Sneaks-In-Darkness spat.

Syphus’s eyes shuffled again, and it laughed. “Seven,” it said, sounding amused. “I’ve been wondering about that. Didn’t get the chance to check until now. Syphus really doesn’t like it when I do this.”

“You just said you were Syphus.”

“I said sort of,” the golem corrected. It seemed far too amused for the situation. Sneaks-In-Darkness didn’t understand it; this thing was far too weak to beat her, and her daggers were enchanted ones besides. The Grand Mage had ensured it could cut through even dragonsteel, and the edges were enchanted with magical rot that would tear through whatever it cut.

The golem was dead. It just didn’t know it yet.

Then she took a step forward and burst into flames.

“I think I’ll let Cale deal with you,” the golem told her as she screamed. She didn’t have her magic to protect her, and the shadowcloak did almost nothing against direct fire. “It’s been so long since I’ve met anyone interesting. Cale Cadwell Cobbs, hm? Oh, this is going to be fun.”

With that, the golem reached forward and shoved. Space around her seemed to rebound and contort; for a moment, Sneaks-In-Darkness couldn’t breathe—

—and when she recovered, she found herself in a burning stone hallway. The heat was suffocating, but what drew her attention most was the figure that stood in the middle of it all; it looked like a fire elemental but wrong, twisted in a way that reminded her of the same rotting mana beneath the Commander’s floorboards.

It was humanoid, but its neck was bent the wrong way. Its mouth stretched open all the way down to what would’ve been its stomach. Every few seconds it let out a sound that sat somewhere between a gurgle and a chuckle.

She gripped her daggers and gritted her teeth. The heat was making her head hurt, but she hadn’t earned her archmage title from being weak. Whatever Syphus had done, it had made a mistake—Sneaks-In-Darkness could feel the real initiates now, just behind the reach of this fire creature.

She would claim her victory. There was no other choice.

 



 

For Izzik of the Golden Sands, life had ended approximately one week and fourteen hours ago.

Everything that had happened since then felt like he was living some sort of waking nightmare. He kept telling himself it couldn’t have been real—that he would wake up any moment and realize everything that happened since that night had been nothing but a particularly terrible hallucination. It was part of the reason he’d allowed himself to follow along with this… this charade for so long.

The Red Hunters were supposed to be heroes. Their methods could be too violent, he knew that; he’d always felt they ought to take wild mages into their fold and teach them, not just execute them. In a different life, he might even have opposed their actions. He’d known some of the mages that drew the Hunters’ ire. They’d been his friends.

But Izzik knew all too keenly the consequences a true wild mage could invoke. Wild magic was, after all, the reason for the Aspect Cascade that had ravaged the Golden Sands and killed more than half his clan.

It began something like two years ago, right at the edge of the desert, a sandstorm that crackled with gold-black mana. No one had thought anything of it at first—magical storms were common, and while they were more dangerous than the rest, they could be navigated with just a little extra caution. They had defensive spells and weather wards meant specifically to fend them off.

Except nothing about the Aspect Cascade was common or navigable. Most magical storms could be defended against, but this one? It struck at the mana of all those within it, forcibly reattuning whatever aspect it carried into something different, often before a mage could let loose a single spell.

Not that it would matter even if they managed it, because those spells were forcibly reattuned, too.

Defensive spells withered away instantly, turning into fireballs that were instantly blown out by the wind. Speed and spatial ones, meant to take them out of the range of the storm, turned instead into steel or stone spells that hampered them. Healing spells shifted into plague and blood, tearing apart anyone they tried to heal even more quickly.

Even their own specialty—their breath magic—failed them, turning into suffocating voids that stole flesh and breath alike.

When all else failed, they shifted to the most basic mana construct of all: barriers. But those failed them, too. Solid barriers of force turned instead into planes of fire or ice; the worst ones flashed into aspects related to poison and were dispersed immediately by the storm’s winds, sending throngs of people into coughing fits and worse.

Izzik had been sixteen then. He’d watched the Aspect Cascade kill his father, and while his mother had been spared, it left her paralyzed from the waist down. Almost half the mages of the clan had died before the storm passed over them, and among the remainder, the healers hadn’t recovered their magic until hours later.

By that time, they’d lost even more of the clan, friends and family alike. Without immediate magical healing at hand and with aspect-frozen mana clinging to their wounds, even the survivors often had permanent scars or life-changing injuries. That was what had happened to his mother.

Storm-marked, they called them. Izzik was storm-marked himself, although only in the form of a scar across the back of his hand. As far as injuries went, he’d gotten off lightly.

Word came in after that the Aspect Cascade had been caused by a wild mage who lost control of his power; the mage in question apparently had a core with a sticky attunement that fell into one of the metamagic categories. Apparently, they hadn’t entirely managed to attune their core to the weather aspect when casting a basic weather ward.

A simple mistake, in theory, but one that had caused untold tragedy.

Even now, the Aspect Cascade ravaged the Golden Sands. No one had managed to end it. If anything, it seemed to be growing, drawing strength from the mana it stole and changed. It was a constant danger now, and his clan were always on the run from it, living in sandships to stay ahead of its winds.

So Izzik knew all too well why the work of the Red Hunters was necessary.

And yet.

Before the Storm, he’d wanted to be a healer. He’d loved magic in all his forms, and his father had encouraged that love. Aldur of the Golden Sands smiled warmly with every new attunement he managed, promised to send him to the Brightscale Academy so he could practice his magic, and above all…

There was a little in-joke in their family, based on a moment that Izzik could no longer remember but that his father had spoken about with both amusement and clear pride. When he’d been a hatchling of no older than five, he’d apparently somehow managed to sneak into one of the meetings of the clan elders. He’d watched with wide eyes as they talked about all the magics they needed to invent to help their clan prosper.

Then, being a five-year-old, he’d promptly climbed onto the table and declared he would invent “kindness magic.”

Everyone burst out laughing at him, of course, though little Izzik hadn’t understood that particular nuance. He just laughed with them. Aldur, on the other hand, had collected him into his arms and kissed him on the forehead, and then he’d told him to never forget that part of him…

Fuck. Izzik missed his father so much. He trembled a little, feeling a tear slide down his scales and onto his robes.

The Red Hunter that had mentored him had reminded him of his father. It was something about his eyes—the way the scales bunched together when he smiled. It had been so easy to listen to everything Durak of the Crimson Sea told him. The only difference was that where Aldur encouraged kindness, Durak warned against it.

Kindness only led to pain, he said. If the academies hadn’t tried to be kind to wild mages and teach them to use their magic—if such mages had been locked away, or better yet, culled entirely—the Golden Sands wouldn’t have suffered so much death.

And Izzik had listened, but even then, it felt… wrong. There had to be a better way. He asked Durak about it, but Durak always shook his head and smiled at him sadly, telling him there wasn’t.

But there had to be, right? A way he could honor his father. A path to something better. Maybe he could change things for the Red Hunters, if he got in. Use their resources to make sure wild mages couldn’t hurt anyone, without having to kill them.

That message from Sneaks-In-Darkness had shattered his hopes of that. It had shattered everything he thought he knew about the Red Hunters, too. Izzik had no idea what to think anymore.

Which was why, when Sneaks-In-Darkness showed up in front of them—shadowcloak burned, and raw patches of flesh exposed behind charred patches of scales—and collapsed, Izzik fell back to his oldest, most primal instinct. The one he’d fixated on all the way back when he was a hatchling, and when his father still looked upon him with pride.

He crawled forward, fumbling in his bag.

“Izzik! What are you doing?” Aila whispered at him, alarmed. She stared at the burnt body of Sneaks-In-Darkness with a mixture of horror and fascination; even as badly hurt as she was, Aila looked half-convinced that the mage would just get up and kill them at any moment.

“I don’t know,” Izzik answered. His heart ached. Everything ached, really. He wished he’d never listened to Durak. He wished he’d never been friends with Aila or Geraal.

He wished he was home, with his mother, listening to the last songs his father had played for them. He was so, so tired of death, of hard choices, of sacrificing one to save another. The Red Hunters were constantly extolling the importance of those hard choices. It drove everything they did.

And in that moment, Izzik wanted to be nothing like them.

He pulled the potion he kept in his bag and stared at it for a long moment, then slowly poured it down Sneaks-In-Darkness’s throat.

“You guys should run,” he said. The words felt hollow to him, but he said them anyway. “I’ll keep her here as long as I can.”

“What—” Aila stared at him like he was crazy; to be fair, he probably was. “Why did you give her a healing potion if you were just going to sacrifice yourself, you idiot! If she was already dying, then none of us had to—”

Sneaks-In-Darkness’s hand shot up and wrapped around Izzik’s throat, and Aila cut herself off, her eyes growing wide.

“Wrong,” the Red Hunter said. She grinned, wild and manic, and pulled herself slowly to her feet. “If I died, that would have triggered the bloodrot to go off. This little idiot probably figured that out, didn’t he?

“Not that something like that would’ve killed me.” She spat the words out, and something ugly pulsed beneath her scales; Izzik became slowly aware of a bizarre series of tattoos, inked into the flesh. It had been hidden by the fire’s damage, earlier, but now it began to pulse with an eerie red, drawing the mana around them into itself. “I would’ve healed. And oh, I would’ve made it painful. But I suppose one good turn deserves another, so how about I make this quick?”

That was all the warning he got. There was a sharp movement followed by a terrible crack.

Izzik belatedly realized that was the sound of his own neck breaking. Aila screamed. Geraal’s breath quickened.

And then an absolutely monstrous amount of mana flooded into the world.

Izzik wondered if this was what death was like. Perhaps one of the gods of death themselves had descended to take his soul.

But no. All Izzik could see in the corner of his eye was the human. Cale, was it? Sneaks-In-Darkness’s hand had left his throat, he realized, but he couldn’t move—there was so much mana around him that it formed what felt like a thick gel, keeping him perfectly still and in place. Who was doing this? How was it even possible? To use this amount of mana was…

Izzik saw the expression on Cale’s face, then, and changed his mind.

Whatever that was couldn’t be human. That was a god of death descending.

It just wasn’t Izzik it was coming for.
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Chapter 21 — Ghosts in the Dark, Pt 4


                Cale generally prided himself on his ability to keep his temper.

This was why, on the few occasions he did allow himself to lose his temper, he didn’t keep to his own name. Cale Cadwell Cobbs was a man who was largely playful and rarely took things seriously; even on the rare occasion he discarded the more humor-driven aspects of his persona, he was still fundamentally Cale.

But there were times he couldn’t allow himself to be Cale, and this was one of them. It hadn’t taken him long to put things together, after all. He’d seen the discarded healing potion first, followed by the flesh of an archmage-level kobold knitting itself together, and he’d caught those details just in time to hear the crack that ripped through the air like a death knell.

His reaction had been immediate, almost instinctive. He flooded the hallway with as much of his mana as he could muster.

Well, as much as he could muster without killing anyone else, anyway. Cale was vaguely aware of the muffled gasps from the three students standing near him. Even Akkau grunted, though he wasn’t immobilized like everyone else seemed to be.

The lizardfolk was frozen in the air, held in place by the thick waves of mana he was emanating. That was the only option he had the presence of mind to hold—if he kept the young mage as still as possible, there was a chance he could survive this.

Only a chance, still.

It wasn’t Cale that stepped forward after that, though. It wasn’t Yggdrasil’s End, either—that part of him was locked away deep, and he hoped it would never be needed again.

But those weren’t the only names he’d earned.

The man who stepped forward had once had his name whispered in the shadows and alleys of the Lower Fossils. He had emerged at the height of their so-called Age of Expansion, and his presence had crippled the ambitions of their expansionist movement, stopping it almost dead in its tracks. There were many, in fact, that attributed the end of that Age entirely to him.

The Mad Mage.

The incursion of the Breathless Ones had been what kickstarted the Age of Expansion. They were soulless, helpless mana cores that fell into their realm from some dead branch of reality, empowering all those that touched them into master-level mages. Absorbing a Breathless One imbued you with some fraction of their memories and a greater fraction of their power, and almost every member of the Lower Fossils thought it worth the tradeoff.

The Lower Fossils grew tenfold in power over the course of mere months, and with that growth came arrogance. Certainty that their new military might could conquer any other territory that might have opposed them.

And they would have been right, if not for the appearance of the Mad Mage.

The whispers of him were scattered, and the rumors were nothing if not uncertain. Some believed that the Mad Mage was a man who had absorbed one too many of the Breathless Ones, gaining untold power and trading his sanity in turn. Others believed that the Mad Mage was simply a man that had been appointed to protect them, a so-called chosen avatar, for the fury in the mage’s eyes when he fought any empowered mage was depthless.

The truth of the rumors didn’t matter, really. It was the legend that mattered: that the Mad Mage could strike at any time, at any moment; that his power could wipe out swathes of the city, no matter how many empowered mages stood in his way; that he could be in multiple places at once, and could tear down one noble house while having tea with another.

No one knew what he looked like. The cloak he wore obscured his face, made him impossible to identify. But his magic—that was what marked him as the Mad Mage. The sheer, overwhelming strength of his magic. When he was angry, no mage in his vicinity could muster the strength to even cast a spell. His sheer weight of his mana suffocated any construct they tried to put together.

It was that Mad Mage that stepped forward to confront Sneaks-In-Darkness, and when he spoke, his voice was devoid of feeling.

“It seems the Great Realms truly have forgotten the work of the Monoliths,” he said. “I had wondered. One would think it would take more than a few centuries for a mere archmage like yourself to be willing to risk breaking the Vows. Or did you think you were above them?”

He examined the mage for a moment. She couldn’t move, anyway, caught in the grasp of his mana as she was. She was trying, certainly—struggling and pushing against the thick slurry of air that surrounded her—but the Mad Mage simply thickened it further, flooded even more mana into her vicinity.

It took effort, moving around this amount of mana at once. It was easy to flood everything with power, but much harder to nudge it into place afterward. He had to coax it slowly into place, create a gradient of potential that made it flow the way he wanted.

Slowly, he freed the other members of the Academy from its grasp. He was aware, vaguely, that they all rushed forward as soon as they could to try to help the lizardfolk that was still frozen in place.

That was enough for him to bear the full force of his attention down on the mage and her attempts to break the hold his mana had over her.

“Sneaks-In-Darkness,” the Mad Mage said mildly. She stiffened in shock as he took a few more steps toward her, bringing with him a wave of immobilizing, suffocating mana. “You’re wondering how I know your name, yes?”

He smiled. It was a cold thing, with none of the light it usually held; the kind of smile that might give someone the moniker of the Mad Mage. “Right now, my mana is seeping into every cell of your body,” he told her. “There’s a concept you might have heard of if you’ve studied magic in the right schools. It’s called mana saturation. There is, in theory, only so much mana a physical space can hold.”

The Mad Mage tilted his head slightly. “I’ve known a few exceptions to that rule,” he said. He pressed a finger to his lips, as though he were speaking some unknowable secret. “But there’s some truth to it. The laws of mana start to break down when it reaches a certain level of saturation. For instance, your core would normally do an excellent job keeping me out. It’s a very basic truth, isn’t it? Magical combat would be very different if you could cast your spells inside another mage.”

Sneaks-In-Darkness began to panic. He could see it in the dilation of her eyes, in the way her breath quickened. “I wouldn’t do that, if I were you,” the Mad Mage told her, but he did nothing to stop her.

Every breath she took brought more of his mana into her system. It filled her lungs and filtered into her blood, and all the natural defenses a mage had against this very thing failed, because there was simply too much mana around her. There was no particle of air that wasn’t also dense with the power of the Mad Mage.

“A funny side effect,” he told her, his tone conversational. “Above a certain level of saturation, my mana starts mingling with your core. Yes, yes, I know that’s theoretically impossible and all that, but what can I say? It’s what happens. And when it does…”

He narrowed his eyes. “When it does,” he said. “I learn your secrets. I know everything you try to hide, Sneaks-In-Darkness. I know your worst fears, your deepest regrets, and all the little lies you try to tell yourself to justify the monster you’ve let yourself become. But let’s strip away the biggest of those lies, shall we?”

He leaned down to whisper his accusation right into her ear. “Brother-killer.”

Sneaks-In-Darkness took a pained, strangled breath. The sound she made wavered between a mournful scream and a pained whimper. It was the sort of sound no creature was meant to hear.

The Mad Mage took a step back, his expression unchanging. “Looks like our time’s up,” he said conversationally. “Let’s end this, shall we?”

The stone hallways around them vanished as the planar boundary reasserted itself; over in the corner, still within a box of blood obsidian, sat a trembling voidcyte. But the Mad Mage paid no attention to that. He cared only about three things:

One, that they were no longer in Akkau’s office. The auric collapse had physically displaced them so that they were just outside the academy proper, within the sands of the nearby desert.

Two, Sneaks-In-Darkness was still in front of him, and she hadn’t quite given up. Instead, there was a burning, defiant anger in her eyes.

Three…

There was a malevolent, familiar mana coursing through her, just beneath her scales. The Mad Mage recognized the type of magic that was—it was an old, forbidden art, something that wasn’t quite a curse but had many of their properties. A flesh-shaping ritual stamped into the body of a mage.

[Myzonir’s Ritual of Rebirth].

Myzonir was the mage that had invented that spell and all its variations, but the Planar Collapse had somehow managed to corrupt the fundamental spell pattern; what had been conceived to save the life of a mage now ensured their corruption and destruction.

There were twelve variations of [Myzonir’s Ritual of Rebirth]. In their original iteration, they rebuilt the body of a mage that wore their patterns in the form assigned to the ritual variation; Myzonir had created one for each of the twelve major species in power at the time, with the promise to create new ones for each new species that joined the Planar Order.

Now… Well, the spells still worked. Arguably, they worked even better: they granted their hosts immense power. But they each invariably also took, warping the mind and twisting the magic of the mage that used them. That was the reason the ritual had been sealed away, along with all the other healing magics broken in the Collapse.

But while the Mad Mage could tell that this was a variant of Myrzonir’s rituals, he didn’t recognize the specific variation. It was none of the twelve variants he knew of, which meant this was something new.

And new was fascinating, even to the Mad Mage.

“Show me what you can do,” he said. He lifted a hand, and a thick, dense construct of mana slammed into Sneaks-In-Darkness’s chest. The force was great enough to create a sound not unlike the ringing of a bell; it kicked up a cloud of sand, and for a normal kobold, would have shattered every bone in their body.

For Sneaks-In-Darkness… She certainly looked limp and shattered, but that was nothing more than the activation condition for that embedded ritual.

The runes beneath her scales began to glow, pulsing with dark magic and sucking in every drop of mana in her vicinity. Color leeched out from the sand beneath her, turning it from crystalline grains into brittle flecks. Her scales rent apart with a terrible crack, exposing a void of purple mana within.

Then she began to grow. Taller, for one thing, her bones popping and cracking as she did. Her snout lengthened, new teeth growing in to fill in the space, and her fangs grew sharp. Claws tore their way out of her hands.

There was a sharp, impossible twist in her mana core. The Mad Mage watched without comment, with the only indication of his disapproval being a small frown.

All the laws of magic he was aware of said this should be impossible. The rituals he knew of reshaped the body, yes, and granted physical power to the mage in question; the more advanced ones among them could slightly alter the mana cores of their wielders. None of them could change a mana core so completely. That was supposed to be impossible.

And given what she looked like, and what he could feel from her mana core…

Far behind him, the Mad Mage heard Akkau let loose with a feral, mournful growl. That served as confirmation.

The thirteenth ritual turned those marked by it into dragons. Not partially, not merely in appearance, but in totality, driving itself deep enough to warp and change even a mage’s mana core.

Sneaks-In-Darkness stared at him with eyes that glittered with absolute hatred. The Mad Mage was surprised she was still lucid—the transformation had clearly been painful beyond belief, and he had never seen a mage hold on to their mind after it took root.

“Fucking wild mages,” Sneaks-In-Darkness spat. Her voice was distorted by the force of her own magic as it crackled around her. It was out of control, the Mad Mage noticed—every so often, streaks of her own magic would lash against her and leave her flesh open and bleeding. “It’s all your fault. It’s all your fucking fault! I’ll kill you!”

“What, like you killed your brother?” the Mad Mage asked calmly.

The false dragon screamed with rage and charged.

 



 

Sneaks-In-Darkness was going to kill this little shit.

It felt like her entire world was on fire. Pain burned across her every nerve, and even the smallest of movements sent new, searing lines of agony through parts of her body she hadn’t even known she had, probably because mere moments ago, she hadn’t had them.

But none of that was a surprise, really. The ritual that had been carved into her body was designed to be fueled by the energy created by her death; instead of allowing her to die and her soul to move on, it captured the burst of mana released at the moment of death and repurposed it.

This particular one, the Commander had told her, was more special than even that. It would give her untold power. The only problem with it, he said, was all the pain that accompanied it—she would have to use every ounce of her willpower if she wanted to stay sane.

Sneaks-In-Darkness was no stranger to pain. She welcomed it, even. Pain was nothing, in the grand scheme of things. If it was what was needed for her to beat back the threat of the wild mages, then so be it.

The only reason she hadn’t gone through with the ritual before this was because they couldn’t risk revealing too much to their enemies.

But that proverbial cat was out of the bag, now, and Sneaks-In-Darkness looked forward to putting this little whelp in his place. She could feel the power coursing through her, far more than she’d ever held before—far above the strength of an archmage. It would have made her dizzy thinking about it, if not for the anger that still burned within.

What was she now? A minor divinity? It felt like it. It felt like she could cast eighth-tier spells without even blinking. Ninth might begin to put a strain on her, and she could probably only afford one or two casts of a tenth-tier spell. That would be more than enough to put down a little upstart like this, however.

Probably.

There was a small seed of doubt there. She remembered what it felt like when they were still in those strange stone hallways—the immense amount of mana the human had wielded like it was nothing, pressing down around her, suffocating her. She’d never witnessed such density of mana in all her time as an archmage.

But that had been a monumental waste of his mana. There was no way he had enough left to deal with her now, not with the power she’d just gained. And besides, how much mana had he used, really? Surely it wasn’t enough for a tenth-tier spell. He had to be an upper archmage at best…

It seems the Great Realms have truly forgotten the work of the Monoliths.

…unless he was implying that he was one of the Monoliths.

No. That was impossible. Sneaks-In-Darkness shook off the thought angrily. This was just another wild mage pretending to be powerful, and she could show him exactly how weak he was. How vulnerable all wild mages were. They were nothing more than prey for the Red Hunters.

She cast three rapid defensive spells. [Eternal Aegis], [Adamant Bulwark], and [Diamondscale]. They were all sixth-tier or higher—even an archmage would struggle to get through a combination of all three.

And then she called to the depths of her new magic and changed once more.

If the first transformation had been painful, this one was a soul-rending sort of pain that hammered itself into her skull, but she persisted. She was a dragon now, and dragons could wear two forms; the first was their more humanoid one, and the second carried all the ferocious power of a true dragon. Her body grew, her limbs stretched until they dug trenches into the sand, and massive, majestic wings tore their way free from her back.

Like this, she could unleash all the power at her disposal. She could go beyond even the tenth tier and to the eleventh, though she could do it only once. It was fine. She wanted Cale dead.

There would be collateral damage, she knew. The Commander wouldn’t be happy with this spell being used here. But he would understand. Besides, she was a dragon now. She would become one of their Forward Spears, the most prestigious of the Red Hunters. A small reprimand didn’t matter.

She felt for the spell construct that had been implanted in her core, outside the purview of the Gift. The Commander said it was a spell from the Outer Planes, far beyond any of the Great Realms. It would erase the target utterly. Technically speaking, the true form of that spell was far higher than just eleventh-tier—but eleventh was where casting it became viable, and even a weaker version of the effect would take out Cale and probably half the academy with it.

Sneaks-In-Darkness smiled a twisted smile. She’d aim it at Cale and the Astral Wing. Two birds, one stone.

[Deepfire Abyss] spiralled out of her construct and toward the human…

…who caught it in one hand and swallowed it.

Then a tidal wave of mana slammed her into the ground and crushed her, harder and harder, until she couldn’t breathe. Until her vision was blurred by the blood seeping out of her eyes.

This wasn’t possible. She was a dragon. She was a fully unleashed dragon! Dragons stood at the top of the proverbial magical food chain! They bordered on mythology, and even gods had to be wary of them. This—this human was suppressing her with magical force alone? He wasn’t even using a spell!

She looked up into his eyes, barely able to see him through her own blurred vision, and saw the pitiless gaze of the Mad Mage bear down on her.

“Pity,” he said. “I expected better.”

Sneaks-In-Darkness felt her mana core crack, and the pain tore away the rest of her grip on her consciousness.
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Chapter 22 — Ghosts in the Dark, Pt 5


                You have learned [Create Impulse]!

[Blabbermouth] has reached level 10!

The auric spell [Blabbermouth] has achieved First Consolidation and budded the spell [Taunt].

You have learned [Taunt]!

Cale stared for a long moment at the motionless form of Sneaks-In-Darkness. Remnants of rebirth magic still swirled around her body, sparking occasionally into violent bursts of vital lightning as it tried to heal away her injuries. It didn’t have much success—healing magic rarely worked on someone with a cracked mana core, and even high-tier rebirth magic like this had difficulty.

As far as he knew, in fact, he was the only person that could recover from that kind of damage.

She wasn’t dead yet, though. The dragon’s body lay broken and bloodied at the bottom of a crater nearly twenty meters deep, but even from where he stood, Cale could make out her shallow, pained breaths. Dragons were incredibly durable creatures, so it was no real surprise; if he wanted to end her now, he would have to shape a barrier meant for the task.

He reached out—

“Don’t!”

A voice screamed in the distance, and Cale frowned slightly. He looked up to find the catgirl desperately running across the desert toward him. From the looks of things, she’d been running for a while; there were scrapes on her elbows and knees from where she’d undoubtedly fallen.

Come to think of it, when had he moved this far away from the academy? The Headmaster and the other students were little more than a speck in the distance. He supposed he had hit Sneaks-In-Darkness rather hard in his initial burst; he’d needed to use a trick with his barriers to launch himself and close the distance, but he’d done all that without really thinking.

 Now that he looked, though, there was a rather telling section of melted glass burned into the sand.

“Please,” she said. She’d finally managed to catch up to him enough to be within earshot and promptly collapsed into the sand; it mixed into the mess of tears and snot on her face, clumping into her fur in a way that couldn’t have been comfortable. “She’s—she said she’s linked to the—you know. We can’t kill her, it’ll… it’ll…”

She swallowed and bowed her head. “I don’t know who you are,” she said. “I don’t know what you are. Maybe I don’t have the right to ask you for anything after what I did. But please, if you do this, our families…”

Cale sighed. “What’s your name?” he asked.

She swallowed. “Aila. Aila Quickpaw.”

Cale suppressed the urge to ask if her last name really was Quickpaw, of all things. Instead, he glanced back down into the crater and gestured for Aila to come and take a look; after a moment, he heard her struggling to her feet and limping slowly to the edge.

As soon as the dragon came within view, Aila’s breath caught, and she fell backward, her eyes wide. “I-Is… is she already…?”

“No,” Cale said mildly. “Though I was planning to finish things when you showed up. You realize the risks of keeping her alive, don’t you?”

“I…” Aila swallowed and looked away, giving him a tight nod. “Please,” she whispered softly. “I don’t want my family to pay for my mistakes, and Izzik’s already lost most of his clan. I don’t know much about Geraal’s situation, but no one deserves this.”

“Just like no one deserves to die because they happen to have a slightly abnormal core,” Cale said casually, and Aila flinched, her ears drooping. He shook his head. “Don’t worry. I’m not going to kill her. Frankly, I’d rather not deal with her any more than I have to.”

As if he was going to risk setting off a bloodrot bomb, of all things. It wasn’t like he hadn’t been aware—he’d learned quite a lot when those fragments of Sneaks-In-Darkness’s mind had bled into his own, and he knew the limits of her body besides. Honestly, with all the things he’d learned…

Cale shot the dragon in the crater a look of mild disgust, then dug around in his pockets and handed Aila a handkerchief. “Come on, clean yourself up and let’s head back. You don’t want your friends to see you like this, do you?”

Aila stared at him for a moment, then at the handkerchief. “Really?” she asked, as if in disbelief. Cale cocked a brow at her. Had she assumed he wouldn’t listen? Why had she bothered pleading with him, then? “But I thought…”

Cale snorted. “What, that I’m going to do whatever I want because I’m one of those wild mages?”

Aila sniffed and took the handkerchief. “I don’t know,” she said, wiping at her face to clean off the dirt and tears. “I’m not… used to anyone listening to me, I guess.”

“Well, don’t get used to it,” Cale said dryly. He was only being nice because she was crying. “Come on, we better get going.”

With that, he covered the crater in a barrier and started walking off toward Akkau and the others. Judging by the magic he could feel in the distance, the only reason the Headmaster hadn’t joined him already was because he was using his magic to keep Izzik alive. He could sense elements of vitality and preservation mana swirling like a thick fog, far ahead.

That was a relief, at least. Cale had been worried about being too late, but it seemed like he’d immobilized the lizardfolk’s neck just in time. He was going to need to talk to him later—trying to heal Sneaks-In-Darkness had been beyond suicidal, and he wanted to know exactly what went behind that decision.

“Who are you, really?” Aila broke the silence with a tentative question as she followed behind him.

Cale glanced at her and shrugged. “I’m Cale,” he told her. “And that’s all you need to know.”

 



 

Cale didn’t quite allow himself to relax until he watched the academy’s healers take Izzik’s prone body into their custody. He’d have to find some time to visit later. The lizardfolk was taking small, shallow breaths, even with Akkau’s help to stabilize him. A big part of that, he knew, was because there were very few functional healing spells in the aftermath of the Collapse. The majority of them carried… side effects, like the one Sneaks-In-Darkness suffered.

What he found concerning was the fact that the side effects were less severe than they should have been. He frowned slightly. Was the seal weakening? It didn’t feel like it was, and there would be many other signs if that were the case. More likely this was—

He caught himself before he thought of it as an “isolated incident.” There were never really isolated incidents where magic was involved. Someone had managed to find a partial workaround, perhaps. It would explain the bloodrot and the use of Myzonir’s ritual.

The only problem was that even partial workarounds should have been impossible. Not without at least one of the seal’s anchors being alerted to it, anyway, and he’d sensed nothing of the sort. So… what was all this?

He shook his head. There was no point speculating. He was glad, for once, that the Thread of Fate was in effect—it meant that no matter what the Red Hunters were trying to pull or how they were working around the seal, they would be inexorably drawn into his orbit, and he’d be able to find out what they were doing.

All he needed to do was be patient.

For now, he had something more important to take care of. The blood obsidian box that carried Cyte was half-buried in the sand, and the voidcyte within was oozing dizzily, having not quite managed to recover from the auric collapse it had suffered just moments ago.

Cale knelt beside it and pulled the box out of the sand to hold it steady. “Hey, Cyte,” he said, his voice uncharacteristically gentle. “You okay?”

“Star?” the voidcyte sounded a little out of it. “You are alive! Oh, we thought we might have hurt our star, but we were wrong! Oh, joyous day!”

Cale sighed. “Sometimes I wonder why I even bother,” he muttered. “You know you can just call me Cale, right?”

“Our star would give us this honor?” The voidcyte was staring at him with… were those puppydog eyes? How did that even work?

“If anything, I insist,” Cale said. He held a hand out to the voidcyte. “Come on, eat up. You can have some of my mana to recover. I’m going to need you to absorb all three of the emblems we recovered from those kids—the ‘folded hearts’. You think you can do that?”

“If our star—” The voidcyte cut itself off. “If Cale feeds us, we can do anything!”

Cale couldn’t decide if that was any better. It was… an improvement, probably?

Akkau had been holding on to the emblems, at least. The Headmaster handed them to him without comment, though he could see the old dragon had a lot he wanted to say; no doubt he was waiting until they weren’t surrounded by other students, though. Geraal was pale and shaken, Aila was still trying to calm herself down, and the others…

Well, they were clearly bursting with questions but doing their best to hold back.

Slowly, Cale allowed the voidcyte to feed, alternating between giving it his mana and the emblem to chew on. It didn’t take that long, in the grand scheme of things—without other mages there to interfere, it only took a few minutes for it to consume each emblem. In that time, the others whispered quietly to one another.

Akkau, on the other hand, grew visibly impatient. He shot repeated glances back to where Cale’s barrier shone over Sneaks-In-Darkness’s crumpled body, then eventually let out a sigh and contacted some of the other faculty professors to look after Aila and Geraal.

Then he turned to Leo, Damien, Flia, and Syphus. “You four should get back to your classes,” Akkau said. They stared at him, incredulous.

“After what just happened?” Flia burst out. “You can’t just—”

“I understand that there is a lot to process,” Akkau said gravely, if perhaps a little distractedly. Cale could see the dragon doing his best to stay focused. “But events such as these are rare opportunities to prepare for a danger you will undoubtedly encounter as a mage. There will be times where things simply continue to escalate and one disaster occurs after the next, and if you are not ready when those times come…”

He trailed off and shook his head. “Your next classes are safe—relatively speaking—and if you are able to attend them without distraction, it may yet save your lives in the future. You may have tomorrow off from your classes, if you so wish. I will inform your professors of this. But for now, I ask that you try. It may yet save your lives in the future.”

“Cale?” Damien shot him a pleading look, and he wasn’t the only one. Cale shrugged helplessly. The thing was, Akkau wasn’t wrong; sometimes, it just wasn’t possible to get all the time and answers you needed. It was a little harsh to impose it on Academy students, but if their next classes were relatively safe and not led by Imrys, the Headmaster might very well have had the right of it.

“I’ll explain what I can later,” Cale promised. The four of them shot him doubtful looks, but eventually seemed to accept that answer and turned to slowly trudge back into the academy.

Just from the look of them, they were clearly going to find a quiet corner to discuss what to do about all this. Cale smiled slightly at that—it was, in and of itself, a mark of a mage’s potential. He’d felt that potential from them to start with, but now he was sure.

All four of them could become incredible mages indeed.

That done, Cale took a surreptitious peek at his schedule scroll, wondering what the next class on his list was. Magical Geography, it said.

Cale wrinkled his nose. Surely there were more important things to do than Magical Geography? Though if he tried to get out of it now, he would probably look like a hypocrite…

As he ruminated on this, Cyte continued to consume the emblems, moving from one to the next in quick succession. It took only a few minutes, all in all, and Cyte seemed quite full when it was done; it didn’t even protest when he closed it back within its box. It was going to need time to digest before either of them could get their answers.

Though Cale had a fair portion of them already, just from what he’d glimpsed from Sneaks.

After that, it was just him and Akkau left. The two of them exchanged a wordless glance before making their way back to the edge of the crater, and Cale dismissed the barrier he’d left over Sneaks-In-Darkness.

For a long moment, Akkau just stared at the limp body of the dragon lying at the bottom. The sight must have been difficult for him—Sneaks-In-Darkness may not exactly have been a true dragon, but she still looked like one, and Akkau had mentioned being nearly the last of his kind.

“Sorry,” Cale said. “I mean, not for doing this to her, but…”

“I would have done this myself, if you had not,” Akkau said. Cale looked up in surprise—there was a tightly controlled thread of anger in the dragon’s voice. “This magic makes a mockery of our species. It makes a mockery of all that we were and everything we stood for. To think they were even able to use such magic…”

His fists clenched, and Cale felt some of Akkau’s magic lash out, as if wanting to destroy what was left of Sneaks-In-Darkness. Cale couldn’t blame him.

Even now, he was holding himself back.

“You lied to Aila,” Akkau said after a minute had passed. “You have already killed this mage.”

“It wasn’t a lie,” Cale said. “She’s alive. If there’s a lifelink between her and the bloodrot bomb, it won’t activate.”

“But you shattered her core.” Akkau took a step forward, and his magic caught him as he did, allowing him to descend carefully down the crater toward the dragon’s body; that same spell quested carefully around him, seeking permission, and he allowed it to carry him down alongside the Headmaster. “Her magic leaks out of her even now. She will not survive the night.”

“She could, given medical assistance,” Cale said with a shrug. His eyes darkened slightly. “But she’ll never cast again.”

“There are those that would call that a punishment worse than death. To be without a working core in a world of mages, in a world with the Gift…”

“She tried to kill a child, Akkau.”

“She did. I do not say this to reprimand you, only to be certain that you act with full knowledge of what you are doing. And it seems I have underestimated you, even knowing all you were capable of.” Akkau hesitated, then, something vulnerable in the set of his shoulders. “It is rare that I encounter another that has lived as long as I have. Even among those that have, not all have faced the same degree of…”

Akkau trailed off as he struggled to find the word, and Cale snorted, a small grin tugging at the corner of his mouth. “Unbridled trauma?” he suggested.

“Difficulty,” Akkau compromised, shooting him a look that didn’t quite manage to hide a faint, reluctant amusement. “Though yes, I suppose that would not be an inaccurate descriptor.”

“You got all that from how I chose to deal with this?”

“A mage’s choices and actions reveal much about who they are,” Akkau said. He landed them next to Sneaks-In-Darkness, examining her injuries with a small furrow in his brow. “And what they choose to do with power when they have it, I believe, reveals most of all.”

He glanced up at Cale. “Even in your anger, you hold yourself back,” he said. “Many mages would have killed her, and far more would have lost to her entirely in their anger. Your actions were calculated to neutralize the threat she posed.”

Cale shrugged. “If the Red Hunters are willing to use bloodrot, they’d be willing to use lifelink magic. It’s a reasonable precaution to take.”

“But not one easily made in anger, nonetheless,” Akkau said, observing him. “I believe I understand you far more now than I did before. Am I wrong?”

“I still know almost nothing about you,” Cale remarked, not quite answering the question. Instead, he folded his arms across his chest and quirked a brow at the dragon, who chuckled softly.

“All in good time,” he said. “I do not trust easily, Cale. I will admit to having had concerns, enrolling a mage of such power into my academy. But I believe I can say now that I am pleased to have met you, and I look forward very much to seeing the mage you will become when you have mastered the Gift.”

“You’re a sentimental old dragon, aren’t you?” Cale said, his lips twitching. Akkau rolled his eyes.

“Do not make me regret my words.”

“I won’t.” He meant it, too. Cale’s gaze flickered to Sneaks-In-Darkness, and he paused for a moment. “What are you going to do with her?”

Akkau sighed. “We must keep her alive, at least for now,” the dragon said. “When we find a way to unbind her soul from the bloodrot, we can let nature take its course. But such an unbinding is not trivial. It will take time. And so in the meantime…”

The dragon reached out and up, whispering an incantation, and Cale witnessed what might have been the most beautiful execution of combined spellwork he had ever seen.

It was a series of six eighth-tier spells, but with their constructs interwoven in such dizzying complexity that it took his breath away. He caught elements of a spell of stasis and a spell of binding, a series of wards meant to prevent her from being located and recaptured, and a spatial spell to tuck her away into a dimensional gap.

All that executed in a fraction of a second. A major divinity could have cast such a spell, but it would have been a twelfth-tier miracle. For Akkau to do it this casually and replicate the effect with six eighth-tier, layered spells? It was preposterous. It was… it was almost better than a baking spell.

Almost. He wasn’t about to get heretical there. Still, was this how people felt when he did things?

“You are drooling, Cale.” Akkau sounded amused.

Cale snapped his mouth shut and did his best to look offended instead of awed. “I am not.”

“One might consider it inappropriate to drool in the aftermath of such an event,” Akkau said.

“I have an excuse!”

“And what might that be?”

Cale gestured between the two of them in the now-empty crater. “Unbridled trauma,” he emphasized.

“Indeed. I suppose I can excuse it, if only because there are no others here to witness your impropriety.” Akkau smirked at him. Cale grumbled under his breath, though not with any real heat.

Then his schedule scroll started to vibrate, and he groaned.

“Seriously? Now?” he complained. Then, realizing this was his chance, he directed his best pleading expression to the Headmaster. “Can’t you excuse me from classes for the rest of the day or something? I mean, with everything Damien and the others just had to deal with, I could just join one of their classes and make sure they’re okay.”

It wasn’t that he didn’t want to attend classes, really. It was that he didn’t want to attend Magical Geography in particular.

“Well, in that case, you will be pleased to know that two of them share the same next class as you do,” Akkau said dryly. Cale grumbled to himself. There went that idea. “I am well aware you do not need the training they do, but I suspect if I allowed you to miss your classes simply due to unusual circumstances, it will take four times as long for you to complete your education. I am sure you will be fine—the trauma will help.”

“You know you’re not supposed to make fun of my trauma, right?”

“Hm. Somehow, I do not believe you mind.” Akkau raised an eyebrow at him, and Cale huffed. He wasn’t wrong… Though speaking of classes, there was some crucial information he was missing.

“Oh, right,” Cale said. “My next class is Magical Geography, but I haven’t had a class that explains the basics of the Gift yet. I’m pretty sure I understand the gist of it, but I got a new message earlier—something about a spell reaching First Consolidation?”

“Ah, yes,” Akkau said. He gave Cale a considering look. “I am surprised you have achieved First Consolidation with one of your passives already; I would have scheduled your classes differently if I had known you would take to it so easily. Do you have a particular affinity with the spell that budded?”

Cale twitched. “You could say that.”

Akkau seemed to sense there was something Cale wasn’t saying. He narrowed his eyes slightly, but before he could say anything, the scroll in Cale’s pocket started screaming.

Softly. But still.

Akkau sighed and seemed to mentally brace himself, then asked, “I can give you a quick overview on the details, but before that, would you like a lift back to the academy?”

Cale perked up immediately. “Do I get to ride you?”

Akkau stared at him. “…I will fly us back with a spell.”

“That’s what I meant.”

“Hm.” Akkau’s magic lifted them out of the crater and back into the sky, at which point the scroll immediately quieted; at the same time, the Headmaster apparently decided not to argue the point, because he dove immediately into the overview he’d promised. “Auric spells—the passive ones, granted by the Gift—are a form of… proto-spell construct, for lack of a better term. You may have noticed that the purpose of the Gift is both to train new mages and to expand the possibilities granted by magic; aurics are one way in which it accomplishes this.”

Cale nodded attentively, expertly concealing his disappointment at not being able to ride back to the academy on the back of a massive, fully unleashed dragon. Akkau, for some reason, kept giving him suspicious looks anyway.

“At certain levels—typically multiples of ten, although it may differ for more unusual aurics—the Gift will acquire enough information to ‘bud’ a new spell off the auric. This is known as Consolidation, and achieving a sufficient number of them usually earns a mage a reward from the Gift.”

“Huh. Neat.” Cale thought about this for a moment. “So what you’re saying is that it would benefit both me and the Gift if I leveled [Blabbermouth] as much as possible.”

“…I find myself unsurprised that it is that particular auric that you have an affinity with.” Akkau grimaced. Cale just coughed and made it a point to avoid direct eye contact. He hadn’t kept that particular secret for very long, had he? “The official line is that the Gift works in mysterious ways, but in this case, I would like to ask that you avoid leveling that intentionally.”

“You say that like I’m going to keep doing it accidentally,” Cale protested indignantly.

Akkau just gave him a look. Cale, who didn’t really have a response to one of the Headmaster’s devastating stares, promptly distracted himself by checking the descriptions for his shiny new spells. New spells were always exciting.

[Create Impulse, Level 1] [First Tier, Active] [30 Mana]

Apply an impulse directly to a target using mana.

[Taunt, Level 1] [First Tier (Unique), Active] [50 Mana]

Speak words or perform an action that would draw the ire of an opponent. Note that the effects of this spell may vary. A certain Cale Cadwell Cobbs should probably be wary of casting this spell.

“Wha—” Cale glared. “Why is it calling me out specifically?”

“Most mages would be ecstatic to be so acknowledged by the Gift,” Akkau commented.

Cale squinted at him. “You don’t even know what it said.”

“The fact that you budded [Blabbermouth] tells me all I need to know.” There was that faint hint of amusement again. If Cale didn’t know any better, he would’ve guessed the dragon liked picking on him.

He grumbled under his breath. At least with Akkau flying them back, the schedule scroll wasn’t likely to start screaming anytime soon. He’d make it to his class with plenty of time to spare—maybe enough to start sorting through all the information he’d acquired from Sneaks-In-Darkness.

There was a lot of work to do.

“So,” Cale said, more to fill in the silence than anything else. Anything they could talk about was best done in Akkau’s office tonight, with dedicated privacy wards and maybe a couple of drinks. “What’s Magical Geography like?”

Akkau hummed to himself. There was that amusement again! What, was the professor for Magical Geography someone like Imrys?

…Cale wouldn’t have minded that, actually. That might make the class interesting.

“Professor Sternkessel is rather a fan of hands-on, practical lessons,” Akkau said vaguely, that thin undercurrent of amusement still in his voice. “I believe he is also particularly interested in testing your capabilities when it comes to, say, unfamiliar environments. He believes you have been cheating using your experiences from the Great Realms, you see, and wishes you to prove yourself against Utelia’s more unique dangers.”

Cale paused. “That sounds like a challenge,” he said suspiciously. “Is this a challenge?”

“I would never intentionally goad my own apprentice into proving himself by entering a challenge against a member of my faculty,” Akkau said. “But you may be interested in knowing that Sternkessel has a particular distaste for Leo and Damien, who share this class with you.”

That sounded like a lie. Cale squinted at the old dragon. “You placed some kind of bet on this class, didn’t you?”

“A true Headmaster is above such petty things,” Akkau said. “Kazix Brightscale would certainly never do that, and I follow in his footsteps.”

Cale flicked some of the sand on his coat at Akkau and was disappointed when the wind immediately whisked it away. “You’ve really perfected the whole ‘mysterious immortal never answering questions directly’ thing,” he said.

“I have no idea what you mean,” Akkau said. “But I suspect if I did, I would thank you.”

Cale rolled his eyes and grinned.

Well, it wasn’t like he was above letting people he considered his friends win a few rigged bets.
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                    Hey look, Cyte’s alive! And uh, very enthusiastic?

We’ll be learning more about the inner workings of JAM’s cosmology soon. ;)

Magical Fun Fact: Cyte doesn’t really have eyes, but it is capable of approximating the appearance of puppydog eyes by angling most of its goop toward someone and drooping a lot. This is a remarkably effective survival mechanism seen across many magical species of slimes and other non-eyed magical creatures, leading some scholars to suspect a Monolith was involved in creating what they call the “universal laws of cuteness.”

Patreon is (currently) 10 chapters ahead, gets its own fun facts, and occasional bonus chapters on Sundays! Also sometimes I chat on Discord.



                



Chapter 23 — Magical Geography, Pt 1


                It didn’t take long for the two of them to make their way back to the academy. Akkau surprised Cale by insisting on accompanying him all the way to the classroom, located somewhat awkwardly right along the border between the Astral and Forest Wings. Some sort of supplementary class for Astral Wing students, perhaps? There was a near-identical classroom right next to it decorated with the same array of golden diagrams all over its walls.

The only difference was that there were additional diagrams layered carefully on top of the existing ones for the version of the class that was held in the Astral Wing. Cale eyed it curiously for a moment—as far as he could tell, those diagrams didn’t hold mana, but they were definitely interacting with it.

“Is that some sort of non-magical ward?” Cale was almost immediately interested. “How’s that work?”

Akkau raised a brow at him. “I am surprised you noticed,” he said after a moment. “Unfortunately, Professor Sternkessel’s secrets are not mine to tell… though yes, I suppose you could call them that.”

Cale was suddenly very excited to meet this Professor Sternkessel. Manipulating mana without magic? He’d encountered a few esoteric arts in his time, but whatever this was made the few tricks he knew look like child’s play. It looked almost like it took advantage of the natural flow of mana, somehow.

Unfortunately, as far as he could tell, there was no Professor Sternkessel in sight. Instead, there was a large throng of students standing around outside the locked door of the classroom. Cale could almost feel Akkau glowering at it.

“I would tell you to ask him yourself, but it appears that he is late again,” Akkau muttered darkly, mostly to himself. “What a surprise.”

There was… definitely some history there.

Ah well. Cale wasn’t too worried about it. He was more interested in finding Leo and Damien, since Akkau had said they would be here.

It didn’t take him long. He found them huddled together farther down the hall, far away from the main group of other students and whispering to one another. They both jumped when they saw him and Akkau approaching and immediately began talking over one another.

“Cale, what was that? Are you okay? Why are you still coming to class?” Damien looked both terrified and worried, which was sweet of him. Cale wasn’t used to people worrying about him after that kind of thing.

“Headmaster, I need to talk to you about Professor Imrys,” Leo said at almost the same time, standing up to his full, intimidating height.

…Unfortunately for him, he was still a little shorter than Akkau was, so it didn’t have much of an effect.

The Headmaster, to his credit, didn’t seem surprised or offended by Leo’s attempt at confronting him. Instead, he sighed. “I am aware of your concerns,” he said, not unkindly. “Unfortunately, as I am sure you are aware, I have important matters to attend to for now. Rest assured I am taking your needs into consideration. Perhaps speak to Cale on it? My apprentice may have a solution for you.”

Cale shot Akkau a betrayed look, but the dragon simply pretended not to notice. He gave them a regal nod and then turned to head back to his office, taking the blood obsidian box that held Cyte back with him. Cale had suggested that earlier—if he had to attend classes, then it was best the Headmaster take it so he could ask his questions when Cyte woke up.

Besides, he didn’t really want to lug the voidcyte around all day. He needed to get some sort of storage artifact as soon as possible, really. Maybe if he could convince Syphus to follow him around…

“What does that mean?” Leo asked. There was an edge in his voice, and when he turned to Cale, his expression was intense. Cale winced. “Do you have a way for me to fix my core?”

Cale held his hands up defensively. “First of all, Akkau just threw me under the bus,” he said. “I don’t just have a solution for everything on hand.”

Leo blinked, momentarily thrown. “…What in the eight infernal realms is a bus?”

“Seven,” Cale said automatically, making Leo twitch. “And don’t worry about it.”

Honestly, he wasn’t even sure he remembered what a bus was. He was pretty sure they existed, though. And that he’d used the term correctly.

“Second,” Cale said. “That’s a long conversation that we really shouldn’t have here. I didn’t say anything before because I didn’t think you were ready to hear it, and honestly, I’m still not sure if you’re ready to hear it.”

A look of frustration flitted across Leo’s face. “So you do know something,” he said. “I don’t think that’s something you should get to decide for me.”

“And if I just tell you your core isn’t broken?” Cale asked. He kept his voice steady—he wasn’t trying to destroy the poor minotaur, after all. “What if I say you shouldn’t try to fix it?”

Leo flinched. His fists clenched, tightening reflexively until his knuckles turned white; Cale wondered briefly if he was going to lash out. Damien certainly seemed worried he was going to. He reached out to put a steadying hand on Leo’s shoulder.

Thankfully, Leo did nothing more. He just stood there for a moment, fists clenched, then eventually forced himself to breathe out and relax his hands.

“I… would want to know why, at least,” Leo said carefully, though he clearly struggled to say even that.

Cale tilted his head. That was a surprise. He’d expected Leo to lash out more than that. He studied the minotaur for a long moment, then nodded to himself, satisfied.

“After class, then,” he said. “I’m planning to go see Izzik and someone else after class. You could come with me?”

Leo seemed shocked that Cale changed his mind so quickly. He opened his mouth, then closed it again, brows furrowing. “We also need to figure out what’s happening in Damien’s room,” he said, glancing at the dreadshade in question uncertainly.

“Something happened to the room?” Cale asked, blinking.

“It’s the reason we came to visit the Headmaster’s office in the first place,” Damien said quietly. “I guess we kind of forgot, because of… uh, you know… but yeah. You know how you said there was a secret passage?”

“Did it activate?” Cale grabbed Damien by the shoulders and stared at him intently; the dreadshade reacted by making a sound not unlike a squeak, and Cale promptly released him and coughed.

“Um… sort of?” Damien answered after taking a second to collect himself. He shrugged helplessly. “There’s a door there now, but… it’s the door from the Karmian Labyrinth. The one with the warning about the shadelings on it.”

“Oh.” Now that was a surprise. Cale wasn’t sure what to make of that. He’d been hoping the passage would lead somewhere new and secret. The Karmian labyrinth wasn’t exactly new, but it probably did have more surprises in store for him, which was probably good enough.

After ruminating on this for a moment, he thought of something and cocked his head. “Wait, does that mean Imrys managed to bind the labyrinth to the academy?”

“I guess?” Damien frowned. “Is that important?”

“Not important, exactly, but it’s pretty advanced magic.” Cale didn’t quite manage to hide his sudden interest, going by Leo’s somewhat judgemental look. “Look, don’t worry, this kind of spatial integration is harmless. Could be undone pretty easily if we want it. But we shouldn’t, for reasons I’ll explain later.”

He gave Leo a significant look, and the minotaur folded his arms across his chest, looking like he wanted to protest. He didn’t, though. Instead, he forced himself to relax with a sigh.

“Fine,” he grumbled. “We still need to do something about it though. At least hide the stupid thing. Nala Whiteleaf saw it.”

Cale blinked again, now thoroughly confused. “Really? How’d she end up in our room?” he asked, glancing between Leo and Damien. He didn’t actually know how old either of his friends were. A thought struck him, and he made a face. “Wait, do I want to know?”

“I-It’s not like that!” Damien yelped, looking scandalized. “I mean, she just… found us? And then insisted we show her what we could do or something. I don’t really understand it, but she offered us Forest credits, and we kind of need those, so…”

The poor dreadling didn’t seem like he knew how to explain that whole sequence of events. Cale didn’t blame him; it all sounded very confusing. He also still needed to get them to tell his friends to tell him what was up with that credit system; “redeem political favors from the Kingdom of Orstrahl” could mean a lot of things.

“Clearly, there’s a lot I need to catch up on,” Cale said, running his fingers through his hair and shaking his head. “Is anyone at least keeping an eye on her?”

“Everything in our room is warded, and Flia’s going back there once she finds a mage to help bind her shadeling,” Damien offered. “We don’t even know if she’s still there. She might have gotten bored of waiting.”

Cale thought about this for a moment. “Eh, good enough,” he said, shrugging. “We can go back to our room after we make the visit and figure out what to do then; I’ll try to be quick. Is Izzik being kept far from here?”

“He’s in the Vital Wing,” Leo said. “It’s a bit of a walk, but there’s a shortcut we can take to get there.”

Damien looked up, and some sort of silent conversation passed between him and Leo. “Are you talking about… the thing?”

Cale perked up.

“Yes.” Leo nodded. “It’s the fastest way there.”

“I wish I could check out the thing,” Damien muttered. “I can’t believe Cale is going to get to see it before I can.”

Leo patted Damien on the head. “You’ll get there eventually,” he said, his voice encouraging. “You just need to figure out that cloak of yours. Then you can come see the thing with us.”

“…You’re both absolutely messing with me, aren’t you,” Cale said, deadpan. “You realize I’m going to spend the entire class wondering what the thing is?”

“And we’re going to spend the entire class wondering who you are,” Leo retorted. “Seems fair to me.”

Cale opened his mouth, then closed it again. He rolled those words around in his head. Then he let out a sigh. “You know any answer I could give you isn’t going to satisfy you, right?” he asked, grumbling. “…I hate that you have a point. And I still can’t believe you’re doing this to me.”

It was kind of surprising to him, really. It was true that Leo and Damien had already seen him deal with both the shadeling queen and the chimera, back in the maze, but it was rare that he met anyone willing to treat him completely the same after what he’d pulled with Sneaks-In-Darkness.

Not that it had slipped past them entirely, either. There was a glimmer of something when they looked at him that wasn’t there before. Fear, maybe, or just a better understanding of what he was capable of.

It didn’t stop them from snickering at the look he gave them, though. Which was perfect! If only all the people he met were this good at pretending to treat him just like anyone else.

“Speaking of class,” Cale said. “When is it starting, anyway? I don’t see the professor anywhere. Unless he’s invisible?”

“Why would he be invisible?” Leo stared at him. Cale shrugged.

“Some people like being invisible,” he said. “It’s very comforting! And good for the skin, believe it or not.”

“Um…” Damien spoke up before Leo could contest that claim. He fidgeted slightly as he spoke. “No, it’s just that Professor Sternkessel is late sometimes.”

Leo snorted, and Damien amended the statement. “He’s late, uh, very often actually. But don’t worry! He’ll be here soon, and, uh… then we’ll start class?”

He didn’t even sound certain about class starting. Sternkessel definitely had a reputation. Cale squinted a little, then directed his attention once more to the other Astral Wing students—this was the largest group of them he’d seen, even if there still weren’t that many. Six others, aside from him, and every single one of them had a unique mana signature that made him want to ask a thousand questions.

Maybe he should. Just to level [Blabbermouth]. Surely the Gift would be happy about that? Among the students, the ones that stood out most was what looked like a fabric elemental of some kind, a furnace-golem of the kind usually used in forges, and…

Cale paused.

“Guys,” he said. “Is it just me, or is that—”

Damien turned to look at what he was staring at and immediately clamped a hand over Cale’s mouth. “Don’t,” he said.

“What?” Cale protested indignantly, pulling his face away from Damien’s hand. “I’m just saying, I’m pretty sure that’s—”

“No, really, don’t,” Leo cut in, also putting his hand on Cale’s face.

“Stop putting your hands on my face!” Cale complained. “You’re both acting like something bad’s going to happen if I say it. They’re not going to hear me from here.”

“They absolutely will,” Leo deadpanned. “And if you must know, they have a clone-attuned core that isn’t very well controlled. I promise you, you do not want to say it.”

“Fine,” Cale grumbled.

He really did, though. Really, telling him not to say anything was worse. Now he couldn’t think about anything but saying something. How much harm could it do?

Bah, He’d try to control himself for now. At least the clone attunement explained things somewhat.

Not enough, though. He really wanted to know why one of those students was just three kobolds in a trenchcoat.

 



 

It was another five minutes or so before Professor Sternkessel finally showed up, and when he did, he instantly caught Cale’s attention. Mostly because Cale had no idea what he was looking at, and that almost never happened.

Well, it happened a lot, actually. The multiverse was a big place. But still! It was getting rarer and rarer these days, and whatever species the professor was, it wasn’t one Cale had seen before. He would have guessed him to be some sort of golem if not for the fact that his mana core seemed to be entirely natural.

The professor was impeccably dressed in a blindingly white suit trimmed with gold and embellished enough to rival even the peak of elven pretentiousness. That part Cale was fine with—he could appreciate a man with a good sense of fashion, after all.

He had a little more trouble with the fact that the man appeared to have a floating armillary sphere in place of a head.

Not only that, but Sternkessel’s mana core was in the center of that sphere, of all places. Most people had their cores in their torso, not in their heads. It also felt far weaker than he would have expected, considering the level of all the professors he’d met so far, and was protected only by a thin layer of what looked like glass.

Of course, that was followed closely by the layers of the armillary sphere, which was a complex series of interlocking golden rings that spun and rotated around the core. Cale doubted it was nearly as vulnerable as it looked.

By all accounts, the sense he got from that mana core should have translated to Sternkessel being a weak mage, but Cale found himself studying the professor with caution anyway. And wasn’t that interesting! It was rare his instincts warned him so directly about the danger another mage might pose.

Utelia was just full of surprises, wasn’t it? He couldn’t wait to dig into them.

Professor Sternkessel evidently noticed Cale’s attention, because the rings of his head immediately spun to focus on him, giving him the rather distinct impression of being stared at. “You must be Cale Cadwell Cobbs,” the professor said. “A pleasure to meet one so… distinguished.”

“Just Cale is fine,” Cale said, distracted. Normally he would have questioned whether the professor was being sarcastic, but right now he was far more curious about the mechanics of how that head was supposed to work. He stood on his tiptoes, trying to peek at where the professor’s neck was supposed to be. “Where are you even talking from? Do you have some kind of neck hole?”

[Blabbermouth] has reached level 11!

Behind him, Damien sighed, and Leo pressed his face into his hands. Cale heard the distinct sound of a minotaur desperately trying to suppress his laughter moments later.

“It’s a legitimate question!” Cale said, offended. How was this enough to trigger a [Blabbermouth] level? Surely it should have been getting harder to level by now.

Professor Sternkessel, to his credit, seemed entirely unperturbed by Cale’s remark. “Perhaps we should save the personal questions for after class?” he suggested smoothly. “Though I am aware you have other matters to attend to today. I can make my office open to you, if you like; feel free to visit any time you are available.”

“Good, because I have so many questions,” Cale said immediately. Maybe he could squeeze in some time after meeting with Akkau? It wasn’t like he needed to sleep much, and there were far more important things to do, like ask Sternkessel if he could spin the individual rings of the professor’s head. Or if anything would happen if he kept rotating one of the rings.

Also, how did he eat? Did he even need to eat? Had he never experienced the wonders of sourdough bread?

“I can see you need a moment,” the professor said dryly. “Alas, we do not have time for such dalliances. I understand your fascination, but I must ask we do this at another time, if it pleases you. I assume Akkau has informed you that I will be conducting a test to ensure you have what it takes to attend our academy?”

The other students immediately began whispering among one another, casting wide-eyed glances at him. Cale was briefly distracted by, again, what was clearly three kobolds in a trenchcoat arguing with each other and gesticulating wildly. Everyone else was studiously ignoring the sight, which was ridiculous. The trenchcoat was bulging!

“Uh, yes, he might have said something along those lines,” Cale said, snapping back to the moment. Akkau had definitely said a lot of things, but he also didn’t quite seem to like Sternkessel, for reasons Cale had yet to determine. He was probably a bit biased in how he was presenting him.

Sternkessel seemed fine so far. A little eccentric, perhaps, but no more so than Imrys had been. If anything, he seemed like the most normal professor so far. And he hadn’t so much as glanced at Leo or Damien, so Cale wasn’t sure he was as biased as Akkau claimed.

“Allow me to lay out the parameters of the test, then, so you understand what is at stake,” Sternkessel said. He reached up to adjust one of the rings on his head, almost like he was adjusting his glasses. “In addition to being the professor for Magical Geography, I teach the Celestial and Spatial Resonance classes. You will not be allowed to attend either until I am certain of your proficiency. Are we understood?”

“Perfectly,” Cale said cheerfully. All that meant to him was that he’d get to see Sternkessel even more, which meant all the more opportunity to study the enigmatic professor. That he taught spatial resonance was even better—Akkau had said resonance was required to learn spells above the second tier, and spatial spells tended not to have any low-tier variants.

“Should I be concerned about the expression he is wearing?” Sternkessel asked Damien, who started.

“No?” Damien answered cautiously. “I think he’s just like that.”

“I see.” Sternkessel folded his arms behind his back. “Do you not have any questions, Cale?”

Cale opened his mouth.

“About the class,” the professor clarified. Cale snapped his mouth shut again and thought for a moment.

“Akkau said you wanted to test me on dangers unique to Utelia?” he asked instead.

“That is correct.” The professor gave him an approving nod. “You have proven yourself quite capable against dangers that you have context for, and your circumstances mean you have far greater contextual awareness than many of your peers. The celestial and spatial aspects, however, care very little for context. One must exhibit the capacity to adapt to new circumstances to be able to master them.”

Was it just him, or was Sternkessel beginning to sound kind of excited? The students around him, on the other hand, were beginning to look increasingly nervous. He was almost certain he heard Damien audibly gulping.

Cale wondered if it said anything about him that everyone else’s clear discomfort only made him more excited.

To be fair, it had been a long time since he’d had the chance to really test himself. That whole thing with Sneaks-In-Darkness didn’t count; he’d barely had to show off a fraction of what he was capable of to put her down. Magical combat rarely interested him, really.

Now on the other hand, if Sternkessel was designing a test for him and had observed his classes with Imrys and Graystalk, there was a good chance that whatever test he concocted would actually let him stretch his wings a little. Though he supposed Syphus’s presence during Graystalk’s class might have disrupted any scrying attempts…

Eh. If the professors were any good—and they were—then they could simply have observed his duel with Nala Whiteleaf through the academy’s windows. Not everything needed a magical solution.

“So what’s the test going to be?” he asked curiously.

“Perhaps it will be easier to show you,” Sternkessel said. Cale didn’t know how he knew, but somehow, he was almost certain the professor was smirking at him. Then he dipped his head in a slight bow, reached up to grasp one of the golden rings made up his head, spun—

—and between one second and the next, he and all the other students of Magical Geography were just… elsewhere. Cale blinked rapidly, startled. He hadn’t felt the professor using any hint of magic, nor should any magic have been able to teleport him without his allowing it. He double-checked his barrier, just in case, and it was as strong as it always was.

Professor Sternkessel had bypassed it somehow? Or… no. More likely what he’d done just hadn’t counted as magic to his barriers, at least not in a way Cale understood.

The professor was an out of context problem. For him! Cale had so many questions.

Then his mana sense caught up with the rest of his senses. Cale took an almost involuntary step back, brows furrowing slightly—there was some sort of boundary in front of him, and while the immediate impression he’d gotten was that he was in front of a place of restoration, something about the mana felt off.

Just beside him, Professor Sternkessel nodded in approval.

“Good instincts,” he said. Then, displaying a remarkable amount of physical strength for his relatively slight frame, Sternkessel placed a hand on his back and promptly shoved him forward through the barrier.

He did the same for every other student in his class simultaneously, though the others were handled with simulacrums. Cale noted with some satisfaction that Sternkessel had reserved his real body to deal with him specifically.

More interestingly, it also looked like they had been separated intentionally into three groups of three. Leo and Damien were with him, though they both still looked rather disoriented; Damien in particular clutched his cloak tightly around himself, clearly uncomfortable without the Astral Wing’s suppressive wards around him.

To Cale’s surprise, though, he couldn’t feel even a wisp of stray decay mana from his friend. Was the professor shielding him somehow? He had to be, or else Damien wouldn’t have had any experience with these expeditions, surely.

Before Cale could ask about it, Sternkessel cleared his throat, his voice booming all around them. He sounded entirely different now—cheerful, excited, anticipatory. Cale grinned. He recognized a mage in their element when he saw one.

This was a professor that was truly passionate for the subject he was teaching.

“Welcome,” Professor Sternkessel said, “to the Inverted Spires!”

 



 

Professor Graystalk sat in a magically sealed room in one corner of Kazix Brightscale’s Academy of the Attuned Arts, watching the scrying mirror set into the far wall intently.

Normally, he wouldn’t be caught dead in the so-called Teacher’s Lounge. As a general rule, Graystalk avoided the other professors as much as possible. He didn’t dislike them, per se, nor was he exactly afraid of them—but he was a private man, and he preferred to keep other people out of his affairs. Many of the other professors were either eccentric or too well-meaning for their own good, and Graystalk simply didn’t have the energy to deal with them most of the time.

Especially Imrys, who struck him as missing a few too many screws to be allowed to teach in a magic academy.

As usual, though, the Headmaster’s word was final, and for whatever reason the dragon seemed to trust the little mousefolk. She did seem to have an incredibly sharp intuition. For all that she took almost no precautions when it came to her Ancient Artifacts class, their students never died during them.

They had, however, sometimes emerged badly injured, mutilated, or cursed.

Which was why it said a lot that he continued to remain in the Teacher’s Lounge even with Imrys pressed up against his side.

“Would you like a cookie, dearie?” Imrys asked, holding a crumbly biscuit up toward him. Graystalk wondered where she kept those things. Were they even fresh? She always seemed to have a few at hand.

“No, thank you,” he said shortly, trying to stay polite and move away from her.

There wasn’t much space to do so, though. Really, there were far too many professors here for his liking, but Graystalk couldn’t really blame their interest. It was the whole reason he was here, after all, and it was the reason even the most introverted and reticent of professors had shown up.

They all wanted to see how the new student dealt with Professor Sternkessel’s test.

The Inverted Spires were famed for being one of the most dangerous active magical anomalies across all of Utelia—more dangerous than even the most highly-ranked dungeons, which was saying something. But it wasn’t dangerous because of mana quantity, powerful monsters, deadly spells, or anything of the like. If that were the sole criteria, then many of Utelia’s dungeons would be more dangerous by sheer magical power alone.

It was dangerous simply because it didn’t seem to care how powerful a mage was. Many, many mages had tried to uncover its secrets, and many of those mages had died or gone missing. About thirty percent of them, in fact, across almost all tiers of power that had gone in.

Professor Sternkessel was just about the only man in the realm that could guarantee a mage’s safety, and up until now, he’d refused to provide his escort services. He’d certainly never used the Inverted Spires to test first-year Academy students, of all people.

“I do hope you know what you are doing, Sternkessel,” Graystalk muttered. He stared at the scrying mirror for a long moment. “Or perhaps I hope that Cale surprises us yet again.”

Graystalk frowned slightly as he spoke, then took a moment to examine exactly what he felt. He’d assumed initially that he was worried—he’d been against this particular test for Cale especially—but now that he thought about it…

It wasn’t that he wasn’t worried. There was always the chance for things to go wrong, and the fact that the Inverted Spires didn’t seem to care about the rank of the mages that explored it implied rather heavily that one of its anomalies either ignored magic entirely or scaled in danger to the mage’s power. Professor Sternkessel’s test had every chance of going wrong, and if it did, he wanted to be ready to try to intervene, even if his curse restricted him.

But if he was being honest with himself, he was also excited.

It was an old instinct, really. He hadn’t paid attention to it in years because he hadn’t felt anything from it in years. But he could feel it stirring now, a song of adventure he thought he’d long lost, and it spoke to him in no uncertain terms: Keep watching, Zeren Graystalk, and you might learn something new.

Graystalk snorted. To think the human he’d barely known for an hour was already making him feel like he might learn new things. Yet he was here, wasn’t he? And tolerating Imrys and the other professors, even.

Some part of him, it seemed, had faith.
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The Lone Wanderer: A World-hopping LitRPG Adventure





An accidental clone. Talent no one saw coming. Infinite worlds to explore.

Percy was born with little hope of standing out—just another face in a world ruled by bloodlines and class. Starting with the lowest Red core and mocked as a waste, Percy was always overlooked by his peers and scorned by the powerful. But when his bloodline awakens with the power to send clones across worlds, he seizes the chance to shatter expectations.

Exploring strange realms teeming with danger, Percy returns with priceless treasures: divine techniques, obscure knowledge, and even the seed of a second mana core stolen from an advanced civilization. But the road to the apex is riddled with peril. The elixirs he needs to advance? He’ll have to master alchemy to brew them himself. The Great Houses, scheming titans, and invading gods?

They’ll do anything to crush him before he can prove that even a so-called waste can reach the stars.















                



Chapter 24 — Magical Geography, Pt 2


                The first thing Cale did was evaluate everything he knew about the Inverted Spires, which was precisely nothing. He’d been to plenty of other places with the same name, but none of them were anything like the sort of magical anomaly he stood in now. Most of them were fancy, towering exhibitions of magecraft, usually an upside-down conjuration of some sort of castle or fortress. It was a testament to the strength of gravitational magic, and in many cases, eventually also to the conjurer’s foolishness.

Mostly because there were not nearly as many architects specialized in gravitational construction as there were gravity mages eager to show off their spells. Stair railings did not work nearly as well when the direction of gravity changed midway up the stairs, it turned out.

He was pretty sure the Inverted Spires he stood in now was no mage-conjured landmark, if only because there was no trace of the types of magic he would have expected out of such a thing. Cale frowned slightly, reviewing what he’d felt just moments before he stepped in. His initial impression of it had been that it was a natural magical anomaly—one of those places where certain aspects of mana collected for one reason or another, lending them strange appearances and even stranger effects.

They weren’t exactly uncommon across the Great Realms. Some worlds had more of them than others, but by and large, naturally-occurring magical anomalies like these outside of a magic academy weren’t especially dangerous. Many had increased or reduced gravity, some suppressed certain types of magic, and fewer still did strange things like transmuting gold into cheese. There simply wasn’t enough unstable or unusual mana aspects floating around to create the more dangerous variety of anomaly most of the time.

There were some exceptions. Every so often, anomalies with specific, beneficial effects would manifest. There was a place in the Fellcross that was able to amplify even post-Collapse healing spells, for example, and the Brightgrove Pools that Graystalk had mentioned sounded similar. Others, like the Ironforge Mountains he’d lived in eight or nine lives ago, simply improved any attempt to forge or craft any form of weaponry within them.

Cale’s first impression had been that the Inverted Spires were the second type of anomaly. His mana sense had given him a feeling of warmth and relief when he first examined the boundary. Without even stepping in, he felt like he was being reinvigorated.

That was the first sign that it was a trap. Regional anomalies weren’t supposed to take effect until a mage was actually within the region in question.

The second sign was the fact that the moment he took his attention away, his mana sense reported an unpleasant, oily sensation, almost like an aftertaste left behind from the initial sweep. Cale shuddered slightly.

Which meant that this was the third type of natural magical anomaly. For whatever reason—sometimes natural, sometimes not—some places across the realms occasionally developed just the right types and quantities of mana to draw the attention of life from the Outer Planes.

That was a bad thing. Beings from the Outer Planes were fundamentally incompatible with the Great Realms; where they appeared, their presence invariably caused the fabric of the world itself to begin to break down. That could lead to any number of twists in otherwise common-sense rules about the physical world and about magic as a whole.

Worse, when they affected a world enough to create an anomaly like this, mana itself tended to become more unpredictable. That meant anomalies like these were dangerous even for the most experienced of mages.

Not that Professor Sternkessel seemed very concerned about any of that.

“Now,” the professor said. He sounded a little too eager, though he was also clearly trying to hold back from expressing it. “Those of you that have attended my prior classes already know how this goes. As we have a new student attending, however, here is a reminder.

“Each of you must work within teams of three. You are to learn as much as you can about the nature of the magical anomaly that suffuses the Inverted Spires while minimizing the danger to yourself and to your team. We will track your progress using a point system.”

Copies of Professor Sternkessel manifested beside each team, handing out what looked like a golden watch with a single hand pointing to the number three. Cale eyed it curiously.

“As you can see, you begin with a total of three points,” the professor said. “You lose a point if I must intervene to rescue you, though rest assured that I will do so, should it become necessary. You gain one point for each minor discovery you make, two points if you rescue another team in danger before I have to intervene, and three points for a major discovery. You must reach a total of twelve points in order to pass.

“Passing teams receive a single credit of the Wing of their choice, though as usual, I recommend you focus your efforts on survival first and foremost.” The professor folded his hands behind his back. “Failing teams—that is, teams that reach zero points—will be removed from the class and may attempt again next semester.

“All that said, it would, of course, be impolite for me to simply throw you into the Spires without the smallest clue as to what they are.” Sternkessel lifted two gloved fingers. “As a courtesy, allow me to give you the two most basic rules you must follow to safely explore the Inverted Spires. First: Do not step on the grass. And second: Never, ever look up.

“As one final note…” The professor seemed far too pleased about this. “Given that we have a new student, I will be repeating my introductory lecture on the territories and landmarks surrounding the academy. I suggest you pay attention, because there will be a test, and many of you scored rather poorly last time. The good news is that I will take the better of the two results.

“Now let’s begin, shall we?”

With that, the professor clapped once, and promptly vanished. Cale stared at the place where he’d been standing for a moment, his expression contemplative. He’d got the distinct impression that the professor was beaming at them like he was excited, for some reason? And he was almost certain he’d also gotten the impression of a wink at the end.

He could also still feel Sternkessel’s presence lingering around them, as if he were still watching them closely. It didn’t feel like a scrying spell of any kind… he really needed to find out how the professor was doing that.

For now, though, he had other priorities. Cale considered the rules for a moment, then glanced at Leo and Damien, who were both staring intently at the ground as if looking up would immediately kill them.

It probably would, though maybe not immediately. Cale hadn’t really gotten the impression that Sternkessel had lied about anything.

“So, first things first,” Cale announced loudly. “I’m going to look up.”

Both Damien and Leo’s gazes immediately shot toward him, horrified, but before either of them could tackle him—and Leo certainly looked like he was about to do just that—Cale glanced straight up at the sky, and waited.

 



 

The Inverted Spires were a difficult place to describe, physically speaking. Cale thought that if he were forced to describe it, he would probably explain that it was something like an artist’s canvas torn in half, rotated, stuck back together haphazardly, and then rotated again. The horizon certainly had the look. It resembled the jagged edge of a torn painting, with more of that strange mana fluctuating along its boundary.

The ground they were standing on, on the other hand, was closer in appearance to the placid surface of a lake, sky-blue and smooth as glass. That made the first of Sternkessel’s rules a non-starter. For now, Cale couldn’t see anything resembling grass he could step on, let alone intentionally step on it.

Also, his experiences told him that breaking rules like “don’t step on the grass” tended to have more unpleasant consequences than ones like “don’t look up.” Admittedly that particular rule of thumb only really worked for him, and he’d needed to get eaten by a few fungal monsters to be sure… But the point remained.

That such a rule even existed was strange, though. Even in corrupted anomalies like these, there were almost always reasons for the rules it upheld. Grass-stepping rules were common for places that held intelligent plant life, but the Inverted Spires were, if anything, the opposite of that.

The glassy surface of the ground was one thing. There were a few pristine white spires rising off the ground in the distance, but there wasn’t even a hint of green on those. And when he looked up, he was greeted with the sight of what appeared to be a majestic, ornate city, stretched over the horizon in place of the sky.

That probably ruled out intelligent plant life. All the plants he’d met hated overly-wrought architecture.

“I guess that’s why it’s called the Inverted Spires,” Cale remarked absently. “Looks like the ground and sky swapped places.”

He had no idea what he’d expected to happen when he looked up. It was probably for a monster of some kind to show up; that was how these things usually went. There were plenty of monsters and types of actively-cast magic that were affected by observation, so rules about what to look at—or what not to look at—was usually indicative of some form of life being involved.

Which meant he was caught a little off-guard when he noticed what was happening.

“So, don’t look up,” he said casually. “Just keep looking over the horizon. Does it look like the sky is falling to either of you?”

“Um… No?” Damien said hesitantly. “Should it?”

“Probably not,” Cale said. “Just checking. It kinda looks like it’s coming down to crush me right now.”

“It’s what,” Damien squeaked. Leo very visibly stopped himself from looking straight up to check.

Cale, of course, ignored all this and began using the opportunity to experiment.

He was relatively certain that the “sky” was closing in at about the same speed he would’ve been moving if he’d been the one falling toward it. Looking down or in any other direction didn’t seem to cancel out whatever effect he was caught in, nor could he feel any foreign magic around him he could dispel, which was fascinating.

Some sort of localized dimensional collapse triggered by direct observation? That seemed about right. There were spells that had side-effects like these, though they were often tediously complex and orders of magnitude overengineered; sometimes, that meant minor, seemingly inconsequential things could cause parts of the spell to backfire or fail without affecting the whole.

He wasn’t entirely convinced this was the result of a spell, though. Partly because he couldn’t feel any traces of dimensional mana around him and partly because of everything Sternkessel had shown them so far.

Nowhere near enough information to conclude either way, he decided. Cale stepped back toward the boundary of the anomaly and tested pressing a hand against it, only to find that it had turned into something smooth and barrier-like, with a faint sense of static. That lent credence to the idea he was caught up in some sort of dimensional effect, at least.

It also meant there weren’t really any trivial ways to break the effect. Cale shrugged to himself and looked up again—this was a perfect opportunity to gather information. The more the sky descended, the more details he could make out. There was what looked like the upside-down remains of a full civilization up there. He could see buildings, more of the spires (though they looked increasingly like spikes descending toward him), and a whole host of bizarre-looking ornaments and fabrics draped across the buildings.

“Alright, note this down,” he said. “There’s some kind of city up there. I don’t think I see any people, so it might be an abandoned civilization of some kind? I dunno. I don’t recognize the architectural style, but I’m not familiar with Utelia’s history so that probably doesn’t mean much.”

“Um… shouldn’t we be worried about the whole sky falling thing?” Damien asked nervously.

“Can you make a sketch of the buildings?” Leo asked, evidently deciding to just roll with it.

Cale nodded thoughtfully. “I could,” he said. “Probably not before it crushes me, though. I’ll get back to you on that one. Actually, one of you toss me something? Preferably something you don’t mind being destroyed.”

Leo eyed him for a moment, then sighed and threw a pencil at him. “That’s my least-favorite pencil,” he said. “But I’m still going to be annoyed if it gets destroyed. Its name is George.”

Cale didn’t get a chance to ask Leo about his pencil-naming habits, but he did observe with interest that the pencil flew straight through his hand. Leo saw it too, but neither of them got a chance to comment, because by that point the sky had caught up to him.

Ground and sky crashed together in a thunderous, continent-shaking collision.

Cale got to see exactly none of it, since it resulted in him being buried six feet deep in dirt. His barrier did an admirable job of protecting him from the impact, acting like a drill that parted the ground for him, but that still left him technically trapped.

He wiggled a bit. Nope. He was well and truly stuck. Good thing he’d taken a breath first.

“A little help, please?” he asked politely. “I don’t mind if it uses up a point.”

Just like before, there was a blip between one moment and the next. When Cale’s vision next came into focus, he was standing once more next to Damien and Leo. The only difference was that Professor Sternkessel now stood nearby, arms folded across his chest and a look of disappointment in his… rings? Seriously, how did the guy emote so well?

“Foolish, to waste a point so quickly,” the professor chided. Cale checked the golden watch out of curiosity to find that it did indeed now read “two.”

“If you give me a resource, I’m going to use it,” Cale said cheerfully. He didn’t buy that look of disappointment for a second.

Professor Sternkessel snorted with feigned disgust, though there was a touch of barely-disguised pride and interest in there as well. “You remind me of Akkau.”

Cale grinned. “I am his apprentice.”

“Oh, do not remind me.” The professor made a face, though Cale was pretty sure most of his annoyance with that was fake, too. The one thing that was real was that there was a touch of genuine bitterness in his voice. Cale couldn’t help but wonder what that was all about.

Sternkessel had no intention of giving him the chance to ask, it seemed, because he vanished as easily as he’d appeared. All he left behind was a lingering trace of mana, but with no apparent use of a spell.

Leo stared at Cale. “Are you… going to explain any of that?” he asked after a moment.

“Hm? Oh, sure,” Cale said distractedly. He was already starting to make his way toward the spires in the distance, and he gestured for Leo and Damien to follow along. The other students were beginning to move, too, though they were more studiously staring at the ground than anyone else. The three kobolds had even managed to find some way to retrieve a massive hat of some kind, presumably to make sure none of them looked up.

“It’s a test,” Cale said as they walked. “I mean, you knew that already, but it’s also a test of what you’re willing to make use of. He’s essentially started us off with two hints and a point buy system. The whole point of this exercise is to learn as much as we can about the Inverted Spires, right? But you can’t learn anything without taking risks.”

He gestured upward, careful not to look up this time. “Professor Sternkessel gave us three points. He could have started us off with one if he just wanted to be harsh, and two if he wanted to make sure we learn from our mistakes. Three means he wants us to take calculated risks. Even if the only thing we learn is what happens when we look up, that’s still valuable information. Leo, notebook?”

Leo handed him his notebook, looking perturbed. “So what did we learn?” he asked. “I didn’t see anything happen.”

“Me either,” Damien said. “You said it looked like the sky was falling? But it didn’t look like anything happened, and then Professor Sternkessel showed up.”

“If you look up, the sky starts to fall,” Cale said. He flipped the notebook open to an empty page, grabbed a pencil from Leo, and began to sketch. “You get about two minutes before it crushes you. My guess is that it’s a localized dimensional collapse triggered by direct observation, but I don’t know why. Some spells collapse when observed, but I don’t sense any spellwork here.”

Cale eyed the watch for a moment, waiting to see if it would react. After a moment, it dinged almost reluctantly, and their score clicked back up to a three. Cale grinned.

“And like I said, I got the chance to get a closer look at what’s up there, so now we know what the buildings look like.” He handed the finished sketch to Leo. “Do any of these look familiar?”

Leo squinted at the notebook, then paused incredulously. “…Cale, these are terrible,” he said. “These sketches look like a child drew them.”

Damien stood on his tiptoes to take a peek, and then—surprising even himself, apparently, considering the look on his face—let out a very un-dreadshade-like giggle. “Is that a tree?”

“It’s a spire!” Cale protested.

“It looks like a drunken unicorn’s attempt to draw an artistic, abstract rendering of their own horn,” Leo said, unable to keep the amusement out of his voice. “And what is this supposed to be?”

“It’s clearly a house!”

“It is a triangle and a square, Cale. This is how children draw houses. Have you never taken an art class?”

Cale sniffed. “I don’t need to,” he said. Leo just snorted at him before turning to the next page and glancing through the rest of the sketches. His finger paused on one of them, and slowly a frown formed on the minotaur’s face.

“You’re sure you saw this symbol?” he asked, showing it to Cale, who glanced at it briefly and nodded.

“Yep,” he said. “It was plastered all over a lot of the houses, usually woven into cloth. I got to see one up close before it smashed through me! Probably the most accurate drawing in the whole thing.”

Leo very deliberately chose to ignore the second part of that response and instead rubbed his chin as he examined the drawing, his brows furrowed. “Strange,” he said. There was a gleam of interest in his eyes. “That’s the symbol of an old noble house of the kingdom of Thyrahl. I believe they were called the Loomweavers. One of the greatest mysteries in Utelia is what happened to them—as far as we know, the entire noble house, buildings and all, just up and vanished.”

Cale blinked. “But if they’ve been here the whole time, someone would have noticed, right?” he pointed out.

“The buildings look nothing like the Loomweaver palace and estate, even putting aside the atrocity you call your art into account,” Leo said. Cale decided to ignore the comment. “Going by what I can see on the horizon alone, these aren’t Loomweaver buildings. The Loomweavers loved color. They would have had patchwork quilts all over the place, haphazard paintings, that sort of thing. This sort of white, sterile architecture would be anathema to them.”

There was a small chime from the watch, and Cale took it out and examined it to find that their score had once again been raised, this time to a four. He grinned. “Looks like that counts as a discovery too,” he said, pocketing it again. “But if they hate sterility so much, why would their symbol be here?”

Leo shook his head. “I wish I knew,” he said. And then, a little more hopefully: “Maybe that’s what we’re here to find out?”

He seemed excited by the prospect. Cale made a small note of it.

“Um, guys?” Damien’s voice was timid, but he still reached out and grabbed them both to stop them from walking. “There’s grass in front of us. Like, a lot of it.”

Cale stopped and stared at the grass. He frowned, leaning down to look more closely. It wasn’t really grass, although it certainly looked like it. It seemed more like the glasslike surface of the ground had shattered and now sprouted in tufts of green-shifted fragments.

“Huh,” he said after a moment. Then he glanced up at the other two and raised a brow slightly. “You know what’s weird about Professor Sternkessel’s rules?”

Damien and Leo both looked at him, slightly thrown by the sudden change in topic. “Everything?” Damien offered. Cale laughed.

“Well, that’s true,” he said. “But I’m talking about all the point mechanics. Think about it—he has a specific clause in there for us to rescue one another, but if that’s the case, why put us in teams at all? And more importantly, why isn’t there a rule about not putting other teams in danger?”

Damien frowned slightly and exchanged an uncertain look with Leo. “Are you saying he’s trying to make us fight one another?”

“Oh, nothing so simple,” Cale said, standing up and taking a few steps back from the grass. “It’s all about what makes a mage. What you do in the circumstances you’re presented with and how you choose to take advantage of them—it says a lot about who you are as a spellcaster.

“I talked about using our points to buy information, but technically, there’s another way to gather points and information.” Cale dusted off his pants. “That is, you could intentionally put another team in danger and make a discovery from that. All the better if you rescue them. You get to double up on the points.”

Damien’s eyes went wide. “Is that why…”

“It’s happened before, huh?” Cale smiled at Damien, not unkindly. “Live long enough and you learn a lot about how other people think. That said, I’m pretty sure this time they’re going to get in over their heads, so… how do we feel about giving our classmates a rescue?”

Right on cue, a small spell sparked in the distance. It was almost unnoticeable, but it was just enough that another student in a different team stumbled and tipped over into the grass. At the same time, the third team ran over to ‘help’.

“What are we rescuing them from?” Damien asked helplessly.

“That’s the best part!” Cale said happily. “I have no idea. But you know what? I bet we can find a way for you two to work on your attunements while we do it.”

They both gaped at him, of course, but Cale was already speeding off toward the others. There was no time to waste, after all! Not when there were mysteries to be solved.

 



 

Deep within the faux sky of the Inverted Spires, something with no name began to stir.

It was a thing of rules. All beings of great power were things of rules, really, but this was bound by more than most. It could have no name. It could have no self. It existed only to enforce an arcane set of rules and requirements, a contract enforced over a region of space. For this alone, it existed, and for this alone it was content.

It did now as it always did, growing a refracting beast from the grass that would storm away at the intruders, and it should have been satisfied.

But it was not. Its thoughts—insofar as they could be considered thoughts—were elsewhere.

Something beneath them had looked at it, and whatever it was had survived. Not because of the intervention of the Many-Ringed Anchor, either, or at least not entirely. It had simply withstood the force of a city collapsing on top of it. How? None before had survived a breaching of its rules without intervention from the Anchor.

The thing with no name didn’t like it. It had made that rule for a reason. It was one of the only rules that it could truly call its own, and now it had been breached without punishment or payment.

It wasn’t enough to awaken it properly. Not yet.

But a rule could not be enforced if those subject to it were unaffected by its consequences.

That meant, if it wanted to enforce its rules, then it needed to be more.

            
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from SilverLinings
                        

                    

                    Something something never tell Cale the rules.

Magical Fun Fact: Fungal monsters are surprisingly common across the Great Realms, though many of them are mostly inactive until disturbed. The largest known network of them evolved a mutualistic bond with the arachnid residents of their host realm, resulting in a fungal spider hive that hosts some of the most enlightened minds across the multiverse.

They hold lessons on baking magic every four days. Unfortunately, Cale has never managed to get into a class.

Patreon is 11 chapters ahead, and we have a Discord server!



                



Chapter 25 — Magical Geography, Pt 3


                Cale had no idea what to call the thing that rose out of the ground, mostly because the first names that came to mind were all ridiculous. A large part of this was admittedly because it looked rather distinctly like an elephant, down to the massive ears and elongated trunk. The only major difference was the fact that it looked like it was made out of dense, translucent crystal that distorted and scattered the light that struck its skin.

It also didn’t act anything like an elephant, he supposed. Unless maybe it was a very angry one? Cale didn’t actually know how angry elephants behaved. This one, though, was storming after the six other students in their class and bellowing in rage.

Cale noted with some amusement that it also sounded like an elephant, trumpeting sounds and all.

“Cale!” Damien called after him. He and Leo were both running to catch up with him, though Leo had caught up quite easily. Cale thought to himself that he’d need to get Damien to practice running—this sort of speed would never do for the kinds of things they were likely going to get caught up in. “Do you actually have a plan, or are we just running at it?”

“We’re just running at it!” Cale called back cheerfully. “We can’t make a plan before we know anything!”

“What did you mean, work on our attunements?” Leo asked him. He was pretty out of breath, which Cale remembered being an issue back during Cyte’s auric collapse as well. Maybe he was going to need to train both of them in running. “Does this have something to do with what we were going to talk about after class?”

Cale considered the question for a moment. “Yes, but it’s hard to explain right now,” he said, gesturing around them. “Do you trust me?”

Leo stared. “I just met you.”

“So…”

The minotaur sighed, aggravated. “Yes,” he said. “Look, with everything you showed us back there, I don’t think I can afford not to. You’re the kind of mage people would kill to learn from, aren’t you?”

“Great!” Cale beamed, completely ignoring the question. “Consider this your first real test as my apprentices. We’re going to figure out how that thing operates and how to beat it. You can use your attunement. I have a way to make it work for you, I promise.”

“Your wha—” Leo started, only to be interrupted by Damien, who seemed more interested in dealing with the magic elephant before questioning Cale’s choice of apprenticeships.

“Nevermind that for now. How are we supposed to figure out how to beat that?” he asked. He was catching up now, though mostly because Cale had slowed down specifically to let him do so. “We don’t know anything about it.”

“And that’s going to be the majority of real dangers you encounter as a mage,” Cale said, tapping his nose. “A lot of academy mages get stuck with the idea that they need to know how to deal with a threat. The real trick is to learn how to learn to deal with threats. I think Leo and Flia had a taste of that back in those tunnels, didn’t you?”

Leo groaned. “Don’t remind me,” he said. “Flia was the one that figured out that thing had rules at all, and I’m going to have nightmares for weeks.”

“But you still figured out the key,” Cale said, grinning. “Which was brilliant of you both, by the way! Good work. Damien, why don’t you try?”

“Me?” Damien asked incredulously, but Cale was already pushing him toward the elephant.

“Come on, you got this!” he said. They were practically within range of the thing, and it was now fully-formed.

There was a method to his madness, of course. Damien needed to learn how to deal with impossibilities like these as a mage; his two friends had already proven themselves, and he needed to get familiar with that mindset that a mage needed to have.

Cale, on the other hand… Well, he was focused on what he thought was probably more concerning than the elephant. An enormous refractive dome had now formed around all nine students—it wasn’t obvious that it was there, given it only distorted the environment around them slightly, but it was pretty distinct once he looked for it.

What really caught Cale’s attention was the fact that the dome itself didn’t really seem to use mana. It moved any mana that went through it and caused that mana to distort in strange, unpredictable ways, but whatever material it was made of wasn’t one he was familiar with.

The only aspect of it he was familiar with was something still relatively new to him. Printed on the outside of the dome, apparent only in faint, shimmering lines, were circular diagrams that reminded him of the intricate golden wards painted on the outside of their Magical Geography classroom.

Whatever form of magic this place used—and Cale refused to call it anything other than magic, even if it didn’t use mana, because that simply made things far too confusing—it was the same kind that Professor Sternkessel employed. That had to mean something, surely? At the very least, Sternkessel was connected to this place in some way, even if he wasn’t the one that put the dome in place.

At least, he was pretty sure Sternkessel wasn’t the one who had done that. The handwriting looked different.

Probably.

Cale was aware that reasoning was somewhat flimsy.

It didn’t change Cale’s impression that it was somewhat more dangerous than the beast they were fighting. There was something about the way it interacted with all the mana around it…

Experimentally, Cale let the smallest thread of mana he could muster brush against the barrier. To his surprise, the mana that made contact began to twist out of his control, and he withdrew it as quickly as he could. When he examined it more closely, it looked almost like his mana had begun to separate on contact.

Refraction. The same kind that happened with light, except Cale had never seen it apply to mana before, and certainly not with his mana. One of the few constants he’d been able to rely on was that his power was very difficult to wrest from his control—if it weren’t, he would’ve been caught in all manner of disasters before now, or used as some kind of mana battery for some dark lord.

In all fairness, this was different. Nothing was actively taking control of his power, for one thing. It felt more like this barrier imposed some sort of rule on all mana, which was tugging at a memory…

He was pretty sure he could fight that separation if he needed to, but it seemed unnecessarily risky to test it. Some mana aspects were far too dangerous to unleash in pure, differentiated form, no matter how careful he was or how little of it he released. Even if he was safe, there would be far too much collateral.

After a moment or two of processing what had just happened, though, Cale grinned. This was the sort of complication he loved. What manner of being could have cast a barrier like this, and what did it say about them?

“I suppose now is a good time to begin the introductory lecture I promised.” Professor Sternkessel’s voice suddenly erupted around them, startling several students into yelps or screams; the trio of kobolds let out a set of tiny ‘yips’ that distinctly emerged from within the trenchcoat.

Cale just looked around, wondering where the voice was being projected from. He couldn’t sense the professor anywhere inside the dome.

“The Brightscale Academy’s location was chosen for the abundance of magical phenomena surrounding it,” Sternkessel explained. “The Starfire Desert, for instance, is the largest of our surrounding biomes, though the name is something of a misnomer. That name was chosen for the frequent appearance of stars falling into the sand.

“Many legends claim that is the source of the crystalline sands of the desert, but the truth is much simpler—the Starfire Desert naturally accumulates crystal aspect mana, forming crystalline storms that transform any mundane object caught within into its trademark sand. In fact, many of the beastfolk tribes that live within it consider the storms to be a form of divine reclamation. They collect the bodies of their dead to offer to the storms in a passing ceremony, so that they may rejoin the desert.”

Cale paused. That was… interesting, actually. Maybe there was more to this class than he’d realized.

“I don’t think he mentioned that second bit before,” Leo muttered, frowning. He flipped through his notebook and paled. “He definitely didn’t. This is a trap.”

Cale blinked. “…How is this a trap?”

“Don’t you see?” Leo grabbed him by the shoulders. “He told us he’d be testing us again, but he’s adding new things into the lecture. Anyone that doesn’t pay attention won’t be able to get a better score!”

Cale nodded slowly. “And this is what you’re most worried about? Not the giant magic elephant your friend is fighting or anything?”

“Cale.” Leo bent down to stare at him intently. “My grades are all I have going for me, and I got a B on the last test. I refuse to let this chance get past me.”

“You should probably help Damien with that thing first, though,” Cale said. “I don’t know how, but he got onto the elephant.”

“He—” Leo’s head jerked up in horror. “Hang on, Damien! I’m coming!”

Cale went back to listening to Sternkessel’s lecture as he examined the diagrams set into the dome. There really was an abundance of magical phenomena around the academy. Among other things, the professor talked about something called the Petrified Sea, which despite its name was a sort of forest created out of petrified lightning; there was apparently an actual nearby sea that was rather ominously only called the Depths; and then some sort of incredibly valuable reserve of magical plants the professor insisted was named Forbidden Magic Spider Territory.

He was… relatively certain that last one was just a lie to prevent students from going there to harvest it? Probably?

He was also definitely going there at some point. Mundane spiders were disgusting, yes, but magical ones? Magical spiders were cool. Except for all the times they weren’t and managed to kill him, but Cale figured he’d probably made some sort of spider faux pas or something. He was a little shaky when it came to speaking Arachnid.

 



 

Damien really wished that Cale had provided any kind of guidance before getting distracted and staring at nothing, especially since he’d apparently decided to take them on as apprentices.

Not that Damien minded being Cale’s apprentice, really. The man was obviously some sort of master mage given everything he was capable of, but he was also just as eccentric as every other master mage Damien had met. The only real difference was that Cale seemed perfectly capable of living up to everything he said he was—Damien had never made any progress with his magic until Cale.

Of course, his life had also been far less hectic before Cale. As much as he’d only known the human for a day, Damien somehow doubted his life was going to get any less chaotic from here on out.

Especially since none of them were willing to let go of what they’d seen when it came to Sneaks-In-Darkness.

Cale had promised to answer their questions later, but that hadn’t stopped them from speculating. Syphus, that golem Damien had seen around but never talked to before—it seemed to have a better idea of what was going on than most, although it also seemed frustrated about something. Whatever that something was, it didn’t want to talk about it, but together the four of them had managed to piece together part of what was going on.

From Syphus, they had learned that the Red Hunters had attempted to use some of the academy’s students to poison their food. Damien almost lost control when it explained the effects of shimmerdust and what might have happened. It was a good thing they were in the Astral Wing proper when he’d learned about it, or the decay mana he released might have…

It didn’t matter. It was one thing to know that the Red Hunters wanted to cull anyone that couldn’t control their magic—it was far worse knowing that they were actively trying to sabotage them. What, just so they could fulfil some kind of quota? This wasn’t about keeping people safe anymore!

They’d lost students to the Hunters. It had been justified every single time, which only made it hurt more, but now Damien wondered how much they were really justified. He’d always had his doubts, and now…

He sighed and gritted his teeth.

If he wanted to help deal with the Red Hunters, he needed to be a better mage. Maybe that was why Cale had given him so little instruction—he wanted to see how Damien would handle this without guidance.

Fine. He could do that.

By the time he arrived, the other six students were already backing away from what Damien mentally dubbed a refractor beast. They’d flung several spells at it already, to no avail, and the group of students that had instigated all this to begin with tried to flee only to run straight into some sort of semi-transparent barrier. Damien noticed they hadn’t exactly just bounced off—each student sank partially into that barrier before hitting a dead stop, and had to pull themselves away after, as if it were sticking to them.

Worse, their mana signatures felt strange, like they were partially attuned and had gone haywire. Damien’s mana sense wasn’t particularly advanced, but even he could tell when someone’s mana core felt like it had shifted. Every student that touched the barrier looked nauseous, and their mana moved erratically within their bodies like it wasn’t quite under their control.

That was enough for Damien to resolve not to get anywhere near whatever that was. Or anywhere near the refractor beast, which seemed to be made out of the same stuff as the barrier.

But what options did that leave him?

“What spells have you tried?” he called out. That got him the attention of the other students… and unfortunately, the attention of the refractor beast as well. Damien backed away as it moved toward him.

“Fire and light spells!” one of the students called back. “And we tried a rock spell after, but that didn’t work either!”

Energy-based spells and physical spells. Damien winced; his first thought had been that a physical spell might work where energy-based ones failed. Not that he could cast physical spells either. “What happened with the rock spell?”

“It just went through! It’s like it’s not even there!”

That meant the refractor beast either wasn’t a physical creature at all, or they weren’t hitting the right thing. They didn’t have any way to test for the latter, but the former…

Damien hated using his magic. But the decay aspect was one of the more immutable types of mana—moreso than even Leo’s labyrinth aspect, it was incredibly hard to attune. That might be an advantage with a creature like this that seemed to naturally reattune any mana that came in contact with it.

It was worth a test, right?

Damien braced himself. It had been a long time since he’d cast a full decay spell; the last actual spell he’d cast with the Gift was the new one it gave him after he tested Cale’s trick, [Spatial Decay]. That he was going to try an offensive one now didn’t sit right with him, but the refractor beast was still headed for him, so…

He pushed his mana into the first spell he’d ever received: [Decay Bolt].

Dark mana rushed into his fist and blossomed, emerging as a sharp spike of decay aspect that rushed toward the beast. Damien almost held his breath as he waited to see if anything would happen. Maybe it would be enough and this would be over immediately, although that seemed rather anticlimactic. Or maybe it would do nothing at all and he’d have to think of something else.

The answer, it turned out, was neither: his [Decay Bolt] smacked the refractor beast in the face with the distinct sound of flesh slapping against flesh. It knocked its head to the side and did little else.

So… the good news was that his mana could affect the refractor beast physically.

The bad news was that the refractor beast seemed like it was more pissed off than anything.

Damien had no real word for what it did, but it reared up onto its hind legs and made an angry, trumpeting sound, its trunk pointing straight up at the sky. Damien froze before he looked all the way up, but two other students didn’t—he saw them look straight up, then panic and begin to scream for help as they pointed frantically at the sky. Thankfully, Professor Sternkessel pulled them out before they became too much of a distraction.

And then more of that strange magic blasted out of the refractor beast’s trunk.

“Look out!” Damien cried, alarmed. It was a full-on area attack—dozens of tiny bolts of shimmering magic sprayed from its trunk, made all the worse from the fact that it was nearly invisible. He thought quickly, then reacted by shaping his mana as quickly as he could, trying to form a barrier around himself and anyone in range.

He was too slow. He managed to get barriers around Cale, Leo, and three other students, but the last one was just out of his range. More importantly, Damien simply hadn’t put that much practice into forming barriers. He was approaching his limit as it was.

You have learned [Decay Barrier]!

Damien shook his head. That wouldn’t help. One of the few things they were always told to never use was Gift-granted barrier spells—all mages benefited far more from shaping their barriers themselves. The Gift, as powerful as it was, only made standard barriers, and that was overly restrictive for almost any mage.

He really should have practiced barriers more. He hadn’t considered that his aspect might actually come in useful in defending.

He still had no idea how he was supposed to beat this thing. Cale had said something about rules, but what use was the rule he’d learned? This didn’t seem like the sort of thing he could smack around with decay mana and hope it eventually shattered. If it kept attacking, he would run out of mana long before—

Damien noticed something strange out of the corner of his eye. One of the refractor beast’s bolts struck the dome that surrounded them; the bolt shattered, and the dome cracked. Damien narrowed his eyes.

Okay. Rules. He could work with that. If he understood how this worked correctly…

Other mages suffered from a forced partial attunement when they made contact with the refractor beast or the refracting dome around them, but he was a dreadshade. The decay aspect was one of the more primordial ones, and making it incredibly difficult to force into reattunement. That meant he could probably get in direct contact with the refractor beast without suffering from its consequences.

He bit his lip, then made his decision.

Twin whips of decay mana formed out of his hands. He tossed them forward, wrapping them around the refractor beast and bracing himself as it tossed its head in agitation; that movement flung him upward, and he clung to his own lines of mana for dear life. For a long moment, he couldn’t tell up from down or left from right, but eventually, he just barely managed to catch sight of the refractor beast’s back and aimed for it.

You have learned [Decay Whips]!

Damien would have preferred to learn literally anything else.

Pushing the aggravation out of his head, he landed on the refractor beast’s back with a thump, then pulled on his whips as hard as he could. The beast roared and swung its head, trying desperately to locate him. When it couldn’t, it just started charging…

Straight at the other students.

He needed to direct it! Why was it so hard to direct the damn thing?! He’d thought he could do it by pulling on the whips, but Flia made this seem so much easier. Damien gritted his teeth—he didn’t want to ask for help, but—

“Leo!” he cried out. “I need you to direct this thing to hit the barrier!”

 



 

Leo’s first thought, when he understood what was happening, was that Damien had clearly spent far too much time around Flia.

His second thought was that he didn’t need to sacrifice his progress with his labyrinth aspect for this. Professor Sternkessel had promised they would all be safe—the worst that would happen here was that they would lose some points. It wouldn’t even kick them out of the class; rescuing one student counted the same as rescuing three, if the danger was the same.

But…

Do you trust me?

You can use your attunement. I have a way to make it work for you, I promise.

Cale’s words nagged at him, and if those were the only words he needed to think about, he might still not have cast a spell. It wasn’t Cale that nudged him into action, exactly.

It was a memory. The look in his parents’ eyes when they told him they were joining the Red Hunters.

Learning what the Red Hunters were doing made that old pain flare up all over again, and it made it even harder to avoid the truth Leo was trying so desperately not to acknowledge.

How much progress had he made, really? A true, complete reattunement of a labyrinth core was a task that would take decades. Decades where he would be behind every other mage, unable to cast a single spell for fear of losing years of progress.

Was that really how he wanted to live? All for the approval of his parents, who very well might know what the Red Hunters did? When he’d seen what a wild mage who embraced his oddities could really do?

Sneaks-In-Darkness had been an archmage at least, and Cale had just…

[Redirection] was a Standard Array spell. For most mages, it was a simple spell that altered momentum. But Leo’s labyrinth attunement had changed it when he tried to cast it, and he’d ignored it ever since; he had hoped, when he gained it, that it was a sign that his approach was working. That he was finally becoming a normal mage.

Attempting to cast it had dashed those hopes. He’d seen it as a sign of failure, almost.

Now…

Well, Leo couldn’t be a normal mage if he wanted to confront the Red Hunters for what they’d done, and it would take him decades besides. And he was realizing, for perhaps the first time, that the one thing he hated more than his attunement was doing absolutely fucking nothing. How could he still call himself a mage after everything he’d seen today, if he still refused to use any of his magic?

Leo took a deep breath, then pushed his mana into [Labyrinthine Affliction], and aimed it toward the beast.
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Chapter 26 — Magical Geography, Pt 4


                Cale watched with interest as Leo finally cast a spell in front of him. Now that he thought about it, this was his first time seeing Leo actually use magic. And it was labyrinth aspect magic, at that! Labyrinth was rare enough as a natural attunement that the furthest reaches of the aspect’s potential hadn’t really been explored yet; rarer aspects tended to be harder to attune to, as a general rule, and building complex high-tier spells out of them were harder still.

The one that Leo was casting wasn’t a high-tier spell at all, but it was still pretty effective on the… magic elephant creature. Cale really needed a better name for that thing. Either way, the spell was beautifully elegant: it created thin, almost unnoticeable walls of labyrinth mana that exuded a sense of impassability, forcing its target to react to walls that weren’t there.

He wondered if—

You have learned [Labyrinthine Affliction]!

Oh, good! Cale beamed. He had no idea what tier the spell was, but he’d been hoping he could pick it up. It would make teaching Leo later far easier. He glanced over the Gift’s information on the spell, just to see if it did what he thought.

[Labyrinthine Affliction, Level 1] [Second Tier, Active] [300 Mana]

Trap a foe in an imagined labyrinth of your creation. The more intelligent a creature, the more likely it can resist this spell. Note that contact with the walls of this false labyrinth will break this effect.

Cale whistled. It was a surprisingly low-cost spell, given the strength of the effect. Imprisonment spells like these were typically far more expensive, especially when they had a direct impact on the mind. Cale could certainly admire the efficiency of the thing; from what he was seeing, the spell didn’t bother creating walls for the entirety of the imagined labyrinth. Instead, the labyrinth aspect mana moved with the spell’s target, essentially keeping the spell footprint relatively low.

The other advantage of this spell, of course, was that it could be used for more than just imprisonment. Other spells that moved their targets tended to rely either on overwhelming that target’s innate resistance—a feat that could be enormously costly for magical creatures in particular—or simply shoving them with physical force. This one simply used its target’s natural desire for freedom against it.

Not that all this would have made it easy for Leo to deal with the beast on his own. As good as [Labyrinthine Affliction] was for redirecting opponents, it was still a fragile spell.

And that was where Damien came in. The dreadshade sat atop the elephant, gritting his teeth and trying to keep it corralled with those whips of decay mana. It was a good bit of teamwork—without him, Cale was pretty sure the monster would have collided with the walls of the labyrinth and broken the spell several times over by now.

Instead, Damien used his mana sense and sharp jerks of his whips to direct the elephant and slow it down just enough for it to skid to a halt right before it would have slammed through one of the walls. Then it turned and did the same thing again, and again, and again…

Each time, it got closer and closer to the dome that surrounded them. By the time it realized what its opponents were doing, though, it was too late; it tried to stop, but without Damien’s guidance, didn’t manage to reach a complete halt before it touched the edge of the barrier.

Cale leaned forward with interest. This, he was sure, would be illuminating.

The moment they made contact, they went utterly still. Ambient mana around them shuddered in anticipation, and as if realizing what was about to happen, Damien scrambled to leap off the monster.

Almost the same moment he did, beast and dome shattered. There was a singular instant where it seemed almost as though space was contracting around the two before exploding outward, creating fragments of prismatic glass that floated in the air for a moment before fading into nothing.

Cale’s brow furrowed slightly as he studied the spot where the explosion had happened. Fascinating. It was subtle, but he’d sensed thousands of tiny microfractures racing through both the elephant and the dome a moment before the explosion, and the pattern he’d seen in those fractures…

“Domain collapse,” he said out loud, still staring intently at the now-empty space. He could feel lingering traces of power left behind.

It was something that wasn’t mana, but was capable of manipulating it. Yet when it failed, it failed in a pattern that matched what normal spell failure would look like. What did he know of that fulfilled those conditions? It felt too familiar to be entirely new to him, yet at the same time too unusual to match any of the phenomena he already knew of.

The closest match was domain magic. The way the elephant and barrier had reacted when they came in contact was exactly the way two identical domains reacted when they made contact with one another. That explained some of the behaviors of the elephant as well—the way it moved had been strange, loping around like gravity mattered to it yet not quite making contact with the ground.

Whatever it was, Cale was pretty sure it hadn’t actually been alive. Both the barrier and the elephant were expressions of the same domain, except one had been shaped into a dome and the other into an elephant.

Cale had no idea why anyone would do such a thing. Why create a domain and shape it like a magical beast, much less animate it? That wasn’t what domain magic was used for. Animating a domain was even worse. Cale was relatively certain that shouldn’t even have been possible.

On top of that, the elephant had reacted to Leo’s [Labyrinthine Affliction]. A normal mage-animated construct wouldn’t have had enough of a mind to react to a spell that fundamentally relied on its target’s mind. The strategy shouldn’t have worked.

Except it had.

Domain magic answered a lot of his questions, though. It explained why the two domains making contact had failed explosively. It explained how the barrier and elephant had both been able to manipulate mana directly without seeming to use mana themselves. Domains were one of few types of magic capable of doing such things.

They were also one of very few kinds of magic that didn’t need to be fueled with mana. They certainly could be—[Baker’s Domain] was a common example of one such magic—but they also had a large number of… alternate casting methods, so to speak. Few of them were palatable or practical, but they were certainly possible.

If that were true, then something was the cause of all this, and probably that same thing was behind the whole of the Inverted Spires. It was possible, albeit unlikely, that the entire anomaly was some sort of massive nested domain.

But there were one too many holes in that theory for Cale to be certain. There had to be something he was still missing.

It had been so long since he’d been stumped like this. Not counting the whole situation with the voidcytes, of course; as far as he knew, there just wasn’t really a solution to that whole mess. But this? This was exciting! There was something new here—something he didn’t already know about, capable of casting or mimicking domain magic at a distance and making it seem almost alive.

He’d forgotten how much he loved not knowing things. He only mostly didn’t like it when there were other people around he had to think about, but as long as Sternkessel was offering them his protection—

“Cale?” Damien limped up to him, which caught Cale’s attention immediately. Sternkessel wasn’t completely protecting them, he supposed. “Did I… was that right?”

“You did great,” Cale said immediately. He reached out to steady Damien, glancing around the clearing to make sure nothing new was on their way to attack them. “Are you alright?”

“Fine.” Damien’s shoulders relaxed slightly as he straightened at the response, almost as if he’d been afraid of disappointing Cale, though he also winced a little when he tried to put weight on his left leg. “It should heal in a few minutes. Just got thrown back from the refractor beast when it, um, exploded.”

“Refractor beast,” Cale said, snapping his fingers. “That’s so much better than what I had in mind!”

Damien eyed him for a moment. “What… did you have in mind?” he asked cautiously, like he was afraid of the answer.

“Magic elephant thing,” Cale said. “But in my defense, I was going to rename it once I thought of something better.”

Damien looked at him and then just nodded slowly. Behind him, Leo came up, scratching the back of his head. “Do we have any idea what that was?” he asked. “Because I haven’t seen anything like it in any of my books, and I’ve read a lot of books.”

“Damien called it a refractor beast,” Cale said helpfully. “I think it’s a good name for it. As for what it is… I’m not sure! Isn’t that brilliant?”

He beamed at both of his teammates, who stared back at him, speechless.

“Don’t you have a guess, at least?” Leo asked.

“Technically!” Cale dusted off his robes and glanced around. “But I think I’m still missing something. I’m pretty sure both the refractor beast and the barrier were variants of domain magic, but domains shouldn’t be able to move, and it doesn’t explain why the refractor beast was reacting to your spell like it was live. It also means there has to be a caster of some kind that’s behind all this, and we haven’t even seen a hint of them so far.”

He paused as the golden watch Sternkessel had given them chimed in his pocket. “I guess I should check our points, actually,” he said, pulling it out. They had been at four points before—between the two rescues and the points Cale had just earned, though, they were now sitting at eleven.

“Guess that counts as a major discovery,” Cale said, pocketing it again. He looked up and paused. “Why are you guys staring at me?”

“Because no one in the Astral Wing has ever managed more than ten points in one of Professor Sternkessel’s classes,” Leo said. “We’re at eleven? You’re sure?”

“One point from passing,” Damien said quietly. “We could get another credit. I’ve never gotten more than one credit in a semester, let alone in a day… although, um, I guess this one should go to Cale.”

“I don’t want it,” Cale said carelessly.

“Wha—” Damien shook his head and exchanged glances with Leo, who seemed to agree with him. “You don’t even know what they do, not really. We can’t just let you give them up.”

Cale’s nose wrinkled. “I mean, all I know is that Orstrahl’s the kingdom that sent those Red Hunter dicks after you,” he said. “You said they can be redeemed for political favors, but I don’t really want to deal with them. Unless I can use them to make Orstrahl abolish the Hunters, I guess, but do you really think it’s a good idea to let me talk to their king or whatever?”

That gave Damien pause. He blinked once, then turned to Leo, who shook his head slowly.

“Probably… not?” Damien said hesitantly. “At least let us tell you what they can be used for. If you still want to give the credit to us, you can do it then.”

“Whatever,” Cale said, waving a hand. He looked around and gestured impatiently for the other students to join them—they were gathered nearby and not-so-subtly staring, evidently doing their best to listen in. “You lot! Stop trying to eavesdrop and just get over here.”

A few of them seemed embarrassed, to their credit. They made their way over to Cale and the others and stood there awkwardly for a moment.

“I’m Cale,” Cale said, introducing himself. “I’d ask you to introduce yourselves, but frankly I’m going to forget all your names immediately if we do it that way, so just call each other by name and I’ll pick it up eventually.” He paused. “Probably,” he added.

“Cale,” Damien hissed at him, embarrassed.

“Second, you’re probably wondering how Damien and Leo knew how to defeat that magic ele—the refractor beast,” he corrected himself. He patted Damien probably a little too hard on the back, pushing him forward but supporting his weight before he put any pressure on the bad one. “Damien’s a badass and Leo has cool maze powers. More importantly, they’re both real mages who know how to use what they’ve got.”

His gaze sharpened. “I don’t know which of you tried to trip someone into the grass, and frankly I don’t care. No mage worth their salt pulls that kind of shit. You might survive today’s class, but what are you going to do when you’ve graduated as a full mage? If you make that kind of thing a habit, I guarantee you’ll die long before you reach the top.”

There was a long silence as the students stared at him. The first to speak was the forge golem. The furnace in his stomach blazed fiercely as he spoke. “Are you saying someone tripped me?” he demanded.

“Who in the eight infernal realms are you to say all that?” Another student dressed in an obscuring cloak scowled.

“Seven,” Cale said, exasperated. “Does no one ever check on the infernal realms? How do none of you know this?”

Everyone stared at him.

“It was Damien and Leo that beat the refractor beast,” a third student volunteered timidly. She was one of the students he’d noticed earlier—close up, she looked a bit like a living, sentient gown. He wasn’t sure if that was her and she was some sort of silk elemental or if she was incredibly overdressed, though.

On the other hand, she didn’t seem hostile, just curious. As she spoke, she draped large swathes of fabric over Damien’s hands. “Thank you for that, by the way,” she said. Damien flinched away and drew his cloak around himself, but she didn’t seem to notice. Instead, she turned to Cale. “So who are you, exactly, to command us like this?”

Leo sighed. “You need to get better at introducing yourself, Cale,” he muttered. “If Syphus hadn’t told us your position we wouldn’t even have known.”

Cale blinked innocently. “What do you mean?”

“Cale is Headmaster Akkau’s apprentice and the official teacher’s assistant for the classes he attends,” Leo explained, ignoring him. There was an immediate silence as several jaws dropped and gazes snapped to Cale.

“Headmaster Akkau has an apprentice?” someone whispered. “When did he—”

“Why is this guy his apprentice?” another mage muttered. “What’s so special about him? He didn’t even do anything.”

Cale ignored all this in favor of examining the grass more closely. Now that he’d seen both the dome and the refractor beast up close, he was pretty sure even the grass was an expression of the same domain. All of it had retracted as soon as the refractor beast appeared, and now it was restored, perfectly intact.

Why would looking up matter, then?

“I want to know who tripped me,” the forge golem insisted, cutting through the conversation. A series of yips of agreement came from the student that was definitely three kobolds in a trenchcoat. “This is the Inverted Spires, we can’t just risk each other like this. What if Professor Sternkessel doesn’t save us in time?” 

The yips distracted Cale from the grass. He stared at the trenchcoat kobolds instead.

He was tempted to ask. He was so tempted.

“Cale,” Damien said, following his gaze and immediately tugging on his sleeve. Cale sighed. He never got to have any fun. Why did he accept positions of responsibility again?

Oh, right. He just couldn’t help himself.

“You guys can figure that out if you want,” he announced. “But our team still needs one more point, and we’re going to go get it. Before I leave, though, here’s some food for thought: you lose one point if your team gets in danger, and you gain two points if you rescue another team. Do you think that’s a coincidence?”

Cale grinned just slightly. “I might not have known Professor Sternkessel for long,” he said. “But he doesn’t seem like the type to leave in a loophole like that by accident. Maybe spend less time fighting and more time thinking like a mage.”

With that, he strode off, ignoring the argument that immediately erupted behind him. Damien and Leo hurried to catch up with him the moment they realized he’d started to wander off, but neither seemed to know what to say, so for a while, they simply walked in companionable silence.

Then Leo spoke. “Not all of us think like that, you know.”

Cale blinked and glanced at him. “What do you mean?”

“That thing about how we’ll die before we reach the top if we make that kind of sabotage a habit,” Leo said, gesturing vaguely. He glanced back at the other students of the Astral Wing, and Cale caught the sympathy in his eyes. “Most of us aren’t thinking about reaching the peak of magehood. We’re here to get our magic under control, and a lot of us would do anything to get there. Credits are one way to do it, and Professor Sternkessel is one of the only professors that offers them so easily.”

Cale’s brow furrowed. “What’s the point of being a mage if you aren’t trying to reach the top?” he asked, confused.

Leo snorted. “If you asked me an hour ago, I would probably have been one of them,” he said. “Not to the extent of sabotage, but there’s a lot I would’ve done to get rid of my attunement.”

“Huh. And now?”

Leo looked down, clenching his hand into a fist. “I don’t know,” he admitted after a moment. “I think I might want to do more with my magic. See what it can really do. Actually casting a spell and not worrying about my attunement… it felt good. And it feels like I could do a lot more if I tried.”

Cale nodded and turned to Damien, whose leg seemed to have finally recovered. “What about you?”

Damien jumped, making a noise that was nearly a squeak. “M-me?” he asked. “Um… I don’t know. It’s complicated. I don’t…”

“You were really cool back there, you know,” Cale said, smiling at him.

“Seriously,” Leo added.

Damien looked away, but after a moment, the tension in his shoulders faded just slightly. “Thank you,” he said. “Um… I really don’t know, though. You already know I want to heal. And I think… I think I don’t want to hide from my magic forever.”

“Same goes for me,” Leo said.

“Good!” Cale beamed. “We’ll turn you both into archmage-level terrors yet.”

“Archmage—” Leo began.

“Terrors?!” Damien yelped.

Cale ignored them both. The spires were nearby, after all! Now that they were close, he could see that they looked like the upper half of some of the spires he’d seen hanging down above them—he would bet anything this was the way to get up there.

More than that… whatever had created those domain-looking magics was likely up there, too. There had to be a reason that looking up caused the sky to fall, and while he’d thought the cause was most likely a spell failing, there was still that second possibility.

Certain creatures simply didn’t like being looked at.

The only problem with getting into the spires was that there weren’t any doors, given that this was just the upper half of a building. Instead, there were a series of ornate windows spiraling up along the main spire’s walls. Cale examined them for a moment, then nodded to himself. “Are you two ready?” he asked.

“For what?” Leo squinted at him suspiciously.

“I’m glad you asked!” Cale shaped his mana into a barrier with the form of a massive hammer, then grinned. “Breaking and entering, of course.”
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Chapter 27 — Magical Geography, Pt 5


                Shortly after manifesting the giant hammer and making both Leo and Damien gawk at him, Cale dismissed it and instead retrieved a tiny pin from one of his pockets. “Just kidding,” he said, setting to work picking open the locks on one of the windows. “The windows look too nice to break. And I’m pretty sure there’s some kind of window-related rule.”

Which was, yet again, rather strange—but Cale was learning to recognize the signs of a rule, even if he didn’t know the exact contents of them. Like the grass they had to avoid stepping on, the windows here had glass made out of the same crystalline domain, and he wasn’t particularly in the mood to fend off yet another refractor beast.

The locks, however? They had none of that telltale crystalline gleam, which wasn’t all that unusual. In all his lifetimes, Cale had encountered many mages that remembered to ward their doors but not their locks. It was part of the reason he’d learned to pick locks in the first place.

That trend, fortunately, applied just as much to windows as they did to doors. The only thing that was really unusual about this was that there were three of the locks, for some reason.

That seemed excessive for a window, but who was he to judge the Loomweavers?

“Should I be concerned about how quickly you’re doing that?” Leo asked after a moment, eyeing him. Cale had, by this point, finished picking the first lock and had moved on to the second.

“Hey, there are plenty of legitimate reasons to know how to pick locks!” Cale said, carefully tensioning the locking mechanism and feeling it out with his pick. “If you lock yourself out of your house, for example.”

He didn’t look back, but he could practically feel Damien and Leo silently conferring with one another and deciding that, for Cale, this was a perfectly reasonable explanation as to why he needed to know how to pick locks. Cale might have been offended by this if it weren’t for the fact that they were entirely correct.

He had also done a large amount of breaking and entering, though. Learning to pick open the locks on his homes was a far more troublesome task comparatively; it was generally easier to just create a new doorway using a few well-placed barriers.

Cale did wonder sometimes if Sheriya had been right about him abusing his barriers. He felt like it wasn’t his fault they were such universal solutions to physical problems.

In any case, he got all three of the locks on the window open in short order, then pulled it open and peered at the dimly-lit stairwell behind it. Like he’d suspected, it did indeed lead down, beneath the surface of the ground. Presumably if they followed that path, they’d end up in the so-called “sky.”

But why bother guessing what would happen when they could just do it? Cale hopped on through the window, humming happily to himself. “And here I thought my first magic staircase in Utelia was going to be at the Academy,” he said. “Come on in, it’s not trapped or anything.”

“You’re sure?” Leo asked, entirely too suspicious.

Cale shrugged and beamed. “Probably!”

Leo seemed understandably rather dissatisfied with this answer, and so Damien was the first to climb through. After that, Leo followed, albeit reluctantly. The railing of the stairwell was decorated with an ostentatious gold trimming that matched the ones he’d seen on Sternkessel’s suit, which was another point for their professor being connected to this place. And wasn’t that fascinating?

Almost as if Sternkessel could tell Cale was thinking about him, the smooth timbre of the professor’s voice suddenly resounded around them, echoing in the stairwell as they began to descend.

“An interesting demonstration,” the professor said. “I would award extra points for it, but I suspect you will not need them. In the future, however, please consult me before you reveal my schemes to my students.”

Cale snickered at that. “You’re admitting to scheming now?”

“I would be a poor example of a professor if I did not scheme,” Sternkessel said. Cale could imagine him sniffing haughtily as he spoke. “And I am not so poor a sport as to pretend otherwise.”

“Is he just talking to us, or to everyone?” Damien whispered. “That’s going to sound weird to everyone else, right?”

“I am speaking to all my students, yes,” Sternkessel responded, making Damien jump. “Adam, please stop attempting to light your classmates on fire. I will deduct a point if you continue.” A short pause. “Attempting to shove their heads into your chest furnace is not a loophole, Adam. It is attempted homicide.”

Cale snorted so hard he almost choked.

“Now, I suggest you all listen closely,” Sternkessel said. Cale perked up—was he about to reveal something about the Inverted Spires? The stairwell they were in was lit only dimly by candles of magical wax, and the purple lighting flickered at his words, almost as if in anticipation.

“Utelia has a total of four continents, less than most realms we are aware of,” the professor continued.

Oh. Right. The lecture. Cale exchanged glances with his friends, who seemed equally bemused by the sudden change in topic; Leo shrugged as if to indicate this was rather typical for Sternkessel in particular.

“The one the Brightscale Academy is located in is known as Ercryst. It is the farthest south of the four continents and is ruled primarily by the Orstrahl Kingdom, although the Brightgrove Elves are a strong contender when it comes to sheer magical might. In fact, Orstrahl’s rule over Ercryst only became absolute when the Red Hunters came into power some decades ago: prior to that, Orstrahl and Brightgrove were close allies.”

Cale blinked, glancing at Damien and Leo. To his surprise, they both looked equally bewildered.

“You didn’t know that already?” he whispered. Leo shook his head, looking troubled.

“I thought Orstrahl was always the leading power here,” he muttered. “Have the Red Hunters really only been around for a few decades?”

“Six, to be precise,” Professor Sternkessel answered, making them jump. It was too easy to forget that he could somehow hear everything they were saying. Then, before anyone could ask anything else, he kept speaking. “North of Ercryst is the continent of Illwyld, occupied largely by beastfolk tribes and ravaged by wild magic. It is said that the leader of the Red Hunters originates from Illwyld, in fact, though this is more rumor than fact. Very little is known about them.”

“Shouldn’t the leader of the Red Hunters be a public figure?” Cale muttered.

“What I want to know is why he’s focusing so much on the Red Hunters.” Leo looked around as if trying to find the professor, though it didn’t exactly help. Sternkessel was nowhere to be seen.

Damien made an agreeing noise. “Maybe he knows about what happened during lunch?” he suggested.

“A lot of information about the Red Hunters isn’t even public,” Leo said. “It’s almost like Sternkessel is—”

The professor interrupted Leo, continuing as if he couldn’t hear them. Cale’s eyes narrowed slightly. “North of Illwyld is a steep, mountainous continent known primarily as Aersheld, though many Utelians also refer to it as the Divine Shield due to its importance as a bastion of defense against the advances of the dark lord. Aersheld is ruled and maintained by the Thyrahl Kingdom at no small cost—the mountains of Aersheld are known to have rather severe mana-dampening properties, a fact that makes them difficult to traverse. However, that same fact is what makes it so effective at fending off the dark lord’s armies.”

Leo had retrieved his notebook and started scribbling furiously, a look of intense concentration on his face. Cale had to reach out and prevent him from falling down the stairs several times, in fact. Damien was frowning slightly, but chose not to comment. Instead, he eyed the depths of the stairwell warily.

“Relations between Thyrahl and Orstrahl are rather strained at the moment,” Sternkessel continued, “in large part because Thyrahl continues to demand resources for its part in fending off the threat of the dark lord, and Orstrahl’s rulers are beginning to believe that the threat in question is not as great as Thyrahl claims. Still, they are attempting to keep the peace for now—Orstrahl has sent its greatest division of Red Hunters, the so-called First Squad, to occupy a small outpost near Thyrahl.”

There was a thin smile in Sternkessel’s voice. “Ostensibly, this is to assist with fending off the forces of the dark lord, though it is rather obvious to most that they are there simply to assess the threat posed by those armies for themselves. More conspiratorial is the belief that the Red Hunters were sent there to establish a foothold for Orstrahl should tensions escalate. You may come to your own conclusions.”

Cale frowned slightly. Sternkessel wasn’t the type to include mere speculation in a lecture, was he?

“Last but not least, the continent without a name,” Sternkessel said. “It is known to most simply as the Corroded Lands and is fully occupied by the dark lord and his forces. Very little is known about them. Scrying spells are unable to penetrate into the depths of the corrosion, and no mage has yet returned from their attempted scouting missions. Except as corpses hand-delivered to Thyrahl’s queen, of course.”

That one made Cale roll his eyes. Dark lords were so dramatic. Really, hand-delivering corpses? What was this, the pre-Collapse Age of Corrosion?

Leo looked aghast, of course, which was probably the more appropriate reaction. Damien winced and withdrew into his cloak slightly, drawing Cale’s notice. He watched his friend for a moment, his frown deepening, then shook his head and sighed.

“So,” he said. “Aersheld is called the Divine Shield. You explained the shield part, but not the divine part. Is there a reason for that?”

“Very good,” Sternkessel said, approving. “Indeed. The Thyrahl Kingdom has a particularly strong connection to the gods of Utelia; it is, in fact, the source of much of their power. Some believe the reason they are able to traverse the mountains of Aersheld at all are the result of divine blessing, though there is a far simpler explanation.”

Cale waited, and when Sternkessel failed to elaborate, spoke again. “Which is?”

“Thyrahl’s citizens are all particularly well-suited for climbing,” Sternkessel answered promptly, as if he’d been waiting. “Many of them are goat shifters, orcs, or other physically-gifted species. Combine that with practice, and it would be far stranger if they struggled as much as others do on those mountains.”

That made Cale snort slightly. He grinned a half-grin. “Not everything needs a magical explanation, right?”

“Indeed,” Sternkessel said smoothly. “Any other questions?”

Cale thought about all this for a moment, then furrowed his brows as a thought occurred to him. “You said there are four continents, and you basically listed them all as north of one another,” he said. “Does that mean they’re all just in a straight line? What’s stopping the dark lord from just sailing around to reach us?”

“That is correct.” Sternkessel seemed amused by the question, for some reason. “Much of Utelia is covered by ocean, and while the water between continents is relatively safe, farther out in the east and west is an even more extreme version of the nearby Depths known as the Endless Deep. Not only are magical storms prevalent and incredibly dangerous, the waters themselves are infested with enormous, highly-resistant ocean leviathans that boast near perfect immunity to magic. Suffice to say little exploration has been done of the region.”

“I heard something about that, actually,” Leo offered. “I mean, it’s just a theory, but some scholars theorize that all the magical storms out there are a side effect of the Gift. They think it needs half the planet just to process all the new spells and stuff.”

“Huh.” Cale thought about this for a moment. “Couldn’t it just use… you know, space?”

Leo shrugged, looking a little embarrassed. “It’s just a theory,” he said.

“There is some weight to it,” Sternkessel remarked suddenly, startling them; they each looked up at the projection of his voice. “Though that is perhaps a discussion for a different class. I believe you have arrived at your destination.”

They were, in fact, approaching the end of the stairwell. Cale had to squint against the light—the stairwell had been so dark comparatively that the sudden bright sunlight hurt his eyes, especially considering the way it gleamed off marble floors and gold accents. It felt like they had exited into the foyer of a large, empty mansion.

Emphasis on empty. The utter lack of people was almost creepy. Cale made his way to the front door and pushed it open to step outside, slightly disoriented by the sudden smell of fresh grass and forest leaves. It was nice that there was actual ground beneath his feet now. Soil and dirt, not the glasslike sky they’d been standing on earlier.

When he looked up, there was a clear sky above them, with only a few spires hanging upside-down. He was pretty sure they were the same ones they’d just climbed into—in fact, if he squinted, he could even glimpse the tiny figures of their classmates, who looked like they had finally stopped arguing with one another and were now making their way toward one of the spires.

There was otherwise no reaction. No sudden collapse that threatened to crush him, no sense of vertigo from the entire horizon falling toward him. Looking up here seemed to be fine, which meant—

“Don’t look down,” Cale said, his tone sharp enough to make both Leo and Damien stop in their tracks and stare at him.

“Why not?” Leo asked, confused.

“We weren’t allowed to look up when we were up there.” Cale pointed at what was now the sky. “Now we can, which means looking down is most likely going to trigger something. And I don’t know if you guys can feel it, but there’s something here, beneath the dirt.”

He certainly could. Now that they were here, the sense was almost unavoidable—that same strange oil-slick sensation he’d noticed earlier on his mana sense was now all around them, orders of magnitude stronger than it had been when they were on the so-called ground. In fact, it almost gave him the impression that he was swimming in oil.

Which was disgusting. Cale frowned to himself. The mana here was wrong for all sorts of reasons.

If that was all there was to it, then Cale might not have been nearly as worried. The real problem was that Sternkessel had warned them about arriving. The professor hadn’t needed to—they would have noticed on their own in just a few more steps—but they’d all been looking down as they walked, and Sternkessel had interrupted at the exact right moment to make them look up.

Right as they crossed some kind of threshold and the entire world inverted around them.

Sternkessel had helped them. He didn’t seem like the type to do something like that without reason, and if Cale had to guess what that reason was, it would be that the professor was less confident about being able to protect them while they were up here than when they had been down there.

“Well now,” Sternkessel said. He sounded pleased, but there was definitely an undercurrent of tension in his voice. “I will say that I had not expected you to get quite this far. I wish you the best of luck, Cale Cadwell Cobbs.”

Like that wasn’t ominous. “What about my friends?” Cale objected.

“I wish them luck too, of course,” Sternkessel said smoothly. “Do not believe what my colleague tells you. I do not favor or disfavor any of my students.”

Leo blinked. “What does he mean by that?”

“Akkau said Sternkessel didn’t like you two,” Cale said with a shrug. “I think he might’ve lied to make me work harder this class.”

“I don’t think Professor Sternkessel treats us any differently,” Damien offered quietly.

“Good, otherwise I would’ve needed to have words with him.” Cale peered up at the sky threateningly, though all he got in response was a sense of vague amusement. Seriously, how was Sternkessel doing that? “Now come on, let’s get to work.”

“What do you mean, work?” Leo asked. “What are we supposed to do here, exactly?”

“Investigate,” Cale said cheerfully. “There’s something here that doesn’t want to be seen. Whatever it is also doesn’t like that we’re here. It’s not attacking us so long as we don’t break its rules—yet—but that doesn’t mean it’s going to do nothing. We don’t know what it is or why it’s here, but I bet you anything that if we find out, we’ll learn exactly why the Inverted Spires are the way they are.”

He raised his voice. “Professor! If we reach 24 points, can we get another Wing credit?”

There was a short pause before Sternkessel replied, his tone amused. “I suppose I can allow it, if you are that confident,” he said. “Very well. One extra credit for each multiple of twelve you reach, and bonus points if you uncover or resolve the true cause of the Inverted Spires and its anomaly. Be aware that the other students are on their way, so that task may be more difficult than you think.”

Cale waved a hand dismissively. “I’d rather they were here, if anything,” he said. “Not everything has to be a competition. Maybe they’ll see there’s more to being a mage than just being able to cast the spells from the Standard Array.”

“It’s not that easy to overturn a lifetime of thinking that’s the only way forward,” Leo muttered half-heartedly. Cale shot him a sly grin.

“We might also be the first to find out what happened to the Loomweavers,” he said. “Remember, their symbol was all over these buildings.”

Leo paused. “That’s… true,” he said carefully.

“They might even have left details of whatever their secret magics are behind,” Cale said.

Leo swallowed, unable to stop the gleam in his eyes from growing. “Also true,” he said.

“So…”

“I get it, I get it,” Leo groaned. “I’m in. Not like I was going to stop here anyway.”

“Just wanted to be sure you were appropriately enthusiastic,” Cale said cheerfully. “This is your field of interest, after all. No offense, Damien.”

Damien blinked. “None taken?”

“Anyway!” Cale spun in a circle to examine their surroundings, then nodded to himself, satisfied. “Damien, Leo, I need you both to take a step to the left. Now.”

“What?” Damien said, confused. Leo grabbed him and yanked him to the left a second before a massive spike of domain magic punched through the ground and into the space they’d been standing in just moments ago; Cale followed suit, dancing out of the way of a third spike just before it punched through him.

“Looks like there’s a new rule,” Cale said. He could sense mana distortions growing beneath them like little wells of potential. They faded away when he moved, but if he stayed in place for too long, something about the magic locked into place, and a new spike of domain magic erupted from the ground. “Don’t stay in place for more than five seconds.”

“Wha—we’ve been standing here for minutes!” Leo protested.

“And whatever’s here isn’t above making new rules for us to contend with,” Cale said, pulling them along. “Stay alert. Never assume things will stay the same forever. Adapt to changes and figure them out faster than your opponent can make them. That’s how you survive as a mage. Now, you’re the scholar here. Which building’s going to have the Loomweaver records?”

Leo cast a panicked gaze around. “This isn’t Loomweaver architecture,” he said, trying to think quickly. “But they were famous for keeping records on massive tapestries they would hang as banners along the halls. I think—it should be the longest building? Something that could have a really long hallway?”

Cale nodded thoughtfully. “That one, then,” he said, pointing. He’d seen it in his brief glimpse of the grounds when he looked up, a building that looked rather like an enormous spiral. That was the perfect place for a long hallway if he’d ever seen one. “Come on! Before this thing makes up any new rules for us to deal with.”

With that, he sped off. Damien and Leo exchanged brief, panicked glances, then followed, carefully not looking at the ground.

 



 

They were here.

The thing with no name itched, which was a new sensation for it. This was a day of new sensations, it seemed. It could feel those little mages crawling around above it, their magic prickling and searing into its skin. One in particular burned, like a miniature star had found a way to anchor itself into the Inverted Spires.

It didn’t like the feeling. It wanted to get rid of them, and yet every time it thought about doing so…

Pain. Something reacted and constricted, making it writhe in agony.

No. It was a thing of rules. It was nothing more than a thing of rules. It existed to enforce and challenge, not to think. Not to be.

It had to be a good thing-of-rules. That was the contract that commanded it. That was its nature.

But…

New rules. That was possible, wasn’t it? Nothing in the contract said it could not make new rules, only that it had to enforce them.

It had to be fast, so the Many-Ringed Anchor couldn’t stop it. The Anchor visited it sometimes, spoke to it in soft words it couldn’t understand. Even now, the Anchor whispered to it, trying to help it calm.

It didn’t want to calm. Emotion was strange and new, but even in the panicked buzz of its discomfort, it couldn’t go back to feeling nothing. It wanted to feel.

It just didn’t want to feel this. The little mages crawling on it, making it itch. It needed them gone.

Especially the star. The mage whose gaze felt far worse than all the others, whose eyes felt like they burned. It needed him gone most of all.
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                    If anyone’s wondering, yes, Utelia is a nightmare geographical combination of both the Grand Line and Subnautica. I regret nothing. Well, other than that I can’t call the beasts in the oceans leviathans, because that word is taken.
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Magical Fun Fact: Cale once tried his hand at writing a textbook! “On Magical Crime (Aiding and Abetting), 0th Edition” currently holds the record for “most attempts to ban a text” by the Sygnal corporation of the Isvalian realm. Their attempts to censor and restrict all copies are hindered by the fact that those copies explode violently when making contact with anything that could be existentially defined as part of a corporation.

They also explode if anyone talks about insurance near them for too long, but that’s more of a side effect than anything.

Patreon is eleven chapters ahead! I’m trying to stretch it further, but this was a bad week for writing (I got very sick.)
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Chapter 28 — Magical Geography, Pt 6


                Cale whistled as they pushed open the enormous golden doors that barred the entrance to the odd, spiral-shaped building at the heart of the Inverted Spires. Or, well, Leo pushed them open. Cale had taken one look at the size of them and immediately delegated the task to their resident minotaur, who rolled his eyes but didn’t protest.

They’d been right about what this building was, at least. It was definitely the tapestry archive. The hallway before them was full of layers upon layers of beautifully woven pieces of fabric, each one depicting in intricate detail different stages of Loomweaver history. The largest ones hung from the ceiling and stretched wide across the entire width of the hallway. Smaller ones were attached to the walls, elaborating on details that the large tapestries didn’t have space for.

Each one was lit by magic that had been imbued into every thread of the fabric, causing a variety of colored light to scatter across the pristine marble. Even the shelves were glowing, probably because they were stocked with abandoned or lesser tapestries that were still imbued with that same magic.

It was an awe-inspiring sight. Definitely among the top thirty things he’d seen in all his lives, Cale decided, just behind the Echoing Falls he’d encountered a few realms back.

“Whoa,” Damien said, looking around. Once again, he drew his cloak around himself, as if afraid his decay mana might leak out and start breaking down some of the art around him.

“I didn’t think their archives looked like this,” Leo said, looking around in wonder. “The textbooks don’t do this justice. Are they drawing in mana, somehow?”

“It looks like a variant of the domain magic we saw earlier,” Cale said thoughtfully. The edges of each piece of fabric was embroidered with many of the same circular diagrams they’d noticed before, and they drew mana into them, converting it into light. It was a pretty elegant piece of spellwork.

The three of them walked deeper into the archive, occasionally stopping to admire the stories being told within each piece of fabric. The entirety of the first ten, for instance, were dedicated to the formation of the Loomweaver noble house. It told the tale of a handsome nobleman who had found a poor weaver laboring away under a cruel stepfather, unable to leave because of her ailing mother. He’d been taken by the clothing she wove, the tapestries said, and whisked her away for a life of luxury.

There was a pretty glaring hole in the story, though. Cale was suspicious immediately, since these stories almost never worked out the way the records claimed, but eventually even Leo and Damien were frowning as they examined the tapestries.

“What happened to the weaver’s mother?” Leo asked, looking around. “She’s not even mentioned after that first one.”

“That’s, um… a lot of… torture?” Damien said, wincing. A lot of the later tapestries depicted in excruciating detail exactly how the cruel stepfather suffered.

“It’s kind of gratuitous,” Cale agreed with a slight frown, then hurried his friends past the rest of them. No reason to dwell on whatever all this was supposed to be. The tapestries after that, thankfully, were far less explicitly detailed and a lot more interesting—they were an account of how the products of their family had slowly gained more and more acclaim within Thyrahl’s borders.

And they were beautiful. Entire tapestries were dedicated to showing off the design of a single garment, often worn by some picturesque elf or the other. Cale withheld his sigh—really, elves took all the jobs when it came to this sort of thing—but both Leo and Damien seemed enthralled by the art, at least.

Damien in particular… Cale watched him as he looked around, eyes darting from one thing to the next with his cloak held tight around his shoulders. He still didn’t seem entirely comfortable with being outside, but Cale wondered if Sternkessel’s expeditions weren’t in some way a small kindness. The professor was sealing in his decay mana, after all.

Without that, how often did Damien actually leave the walls of the Astral Wing?

Leo, on the other hand, quickly took to sketching the contents of each tapestry with feverish abandon. “I wish I had a recording spell,” he muttered, eyes alight with interest. “There’s no way we’ll be able to take all this down. There’s so much of it! If Thyrahl knew these were here…”

He paused, then turned to Cale eagerly. “Do you think we can take some of them?” he asked. “I bet we can get it back to Thyrahl. They’ll probably pay us for them, even.”

Cale blinked, then raised an eyebrow. “This is probably the most valuable building in the Inverted Spires, and it’s right at the center of everything,” he said. “Do you think whatever’s protecting this place is going to have a rule about touching those things?”

Leo winced and slumped. “Right,” he said glumly.

“Maybe after we take care of it,” Cale said, patting the minotaur on the shoulder. Or trying to, anyway. He had to tiptoe to reach it. “Worst case, I’m sure Professor Sternkessel has seen them all already. I’m sure he’d be willing to reproduce them if you asked. Isn’t that right, professor?”

There was a long pause before the professor responded. For the first time, he sounded vaguely reluctant. “…I suppose you have earned the right.”

Cale snickered.

They were at eighteen points now. They’d earned one for the minor discovery of the rule about standing still, then three more for the discovery of the Loomweaver archives. Small discoveries and minor details in the tapestries they walked past amounted to another few points, but they didn’t catch everything, partly because Cale was hurrying them along toward the center.

They could afford to leave some points for the other students. Cale was more interested in what would be revealed at the end of it all. What exactly had caused all this? The Loomweavers were supposed to be part of the Thyrahl kingdom. The Inverted Spires, when he’d asked earlier, were apparently located on an island off the southernmost coast of Ercryst, just at the edge where the waters would transition into the Endless Deep. It was about as close to the other side of the world as one could get from Thyrahl.

That their entire noble house had somehow ended up here was bizarre. Even moreso that the land was so strangely distorted. Had the Inverted Spires existed before the Loomweavers arrived, or had their presence caused all this?

“Something feels off about all this,” Cale said with a frown. Leo and Damien glanced at him, surprised.

“What do you mean?” Damien asked.

“More off than the land being torn in half and stuck upside-down?” Leo grumbled. Cale ignored him, his gaze growing sharper as he examined each tapestry they came across. They were depicting the Loomweavers’ discovery of domain magic, now: they had realized that the fabrics they wove of the stars and constellations somehow captured a fragment of their essence into those fabrics. Eventually, they learned to simplify that into the circular diagrams he’d seen, creating a whole new form of magic and securing the position of the Loomweavers as one of the great noble houses of Thyrahl.

Sternkessel was connected to this place. The fact that he used the same domain magic as the Loomweavers made that rather obvious. He was less certain, however, that the professor was involved with the impossible domain magic they’d witnessed earlier. The dome, perhaps, but not the refractor beast. What would be the point?

More than that, as far as he could tell, nothing in the tapestries indicated that something like the refractor beast was even possible. The Loomweavers had never managed to figure out how to make a moving domain, and that particular detail conflicted with everything Cale knew of domain magic, too. There were some creatures that might have been capable of moving and animating them, but even then, the refractor beast shouldn’t have been able to move like that.

It certainly shouldn’t have reacted to Leo’s labyrinth magic.

There had to be something doing it, though. Maybe it was something he hadn’t encountered before. It wouldn’t explain everything, but it would explain most of the oddities, including the strangeness of some of the rules. Something that didn’t like being observed had rules against anyone looking in its direction; that much made sense, but…

“I feel like I’m missing something,” Cale said, an edge of frustration sliding into his voice. His brows furrowed as he glanced around and took in each new tapestry, each new discovery. A few of them held a rather familiar-looking armillary sphere as a decorative object in the background, and though that caught his attention, it wasn’t what he was missing.

Probably best he let the professor keep his secrets, anyway. The others could figure it out themselves if they were observant enough, and he didn’t need to list every single discovery he made.

Oddly enough, as he considered this, he thought he felt a vague sense of appreciation emanating from their professor.

…He still had no idea how that worked. Cale was pretty sure the professor wasn’t reading or feeding thoughts into his mind, but he was doing something.

The domain magic being depicted here was promising, though. If everything with the Gift didn’t end up working out for him, there was a chance he’d be able to pick this up and learn it instead. Domain magic was a little more limited than regular spellcasting, and this method in particular seemed like the sort of thing that would take lifetimes of study, but it wasn’t like he didn’t have time. Maybe he could get a primer from Sternkessel after class—

Cale stopped in his tracks, his eyes narrowing as he came across a new set of tapestries. They were close to the middle of the spiral now. He could feel it. Its curve meant he couldn’t see the end of it from where he stood, but the saturation of off-feeling mana was starting to make his teeth ache; just ahead of them and far beneath was the source of all this.

His attention was caught by what was depicted on those tapestries, though. There was an abrupt transition from the beauty of the Loomweavers’ homes and palaces to the more sterile brightness of the Inverted Spires, yet in none of them was there any indication that there was anything wrong. If anything, the tapestries depicted their transition to the Spires like it was some sort of perfect, orderly paradise, put into place by some new patriarch.

Don’t step on the grass. Don’t break the windows.

Cale’s eyes narrowed. All rules had some reason or the other behind them. Sometimes, those reasons were simple. Vanity, a misguided pursuit of order, some desperation for power or a need to hide the truth.

A simpler rule had triggered and skipped them past the most important set of tapestries. The corrupted magic was behind them now, and if Cale hadn’t been paying attention to it in particular he might not have noticed it at all; whatever this was, it was insidious.

“We got turned around,” Cale announced. “Spatial magic. Trying to keep us away from whatever’s doing this.”

He turned around, and the world skipped again. Almost like Sternkessel’s method of transportation, Cale thought absently, except this one wasn’t triggered by the professor at all. What was it trying to hide?

He anchored his barriers to the ground and around his friends, then took a few steps forward. A simple trick, but it had broken powerful spatial magics before. Most spatial spells accounted only for the mage, not for complicated barrier constructs with multiple anchor points.

Just like that, a new set of tapestries opened before them. Cale scanned them, his suspicions slowly growing from a spark into a flame.

The Loomweavers’ experimentation with domain magic had grown more dangerous and steadily more bold. The tapestries depicted them reaching further and further, attempting to create new domain glyphs out of constellations without names. Other times, they tried to make up their own constellations, using a primitive form of stellar magic. Those tapestries Cale didn’t care much about.

The one he did care about was the tapestry that was split in the middle. It depicted a mage designing a new circular diagram, copying it through a scrying glass; across from him, on a different tapestry altogether, was a set of stars that looked familiar.

And he still hadn’t spent a single night in Utelia, which meant if that was familiar to him, then the gap in the tapestry was meant to depict…

“They didn’t,” he hissed. “Are they fucking idiots? What the fuck!”

“What?” Leo turned to him, startled.

“That constellation.” Cale pointed angrily at the offending piece of fabric, glaring as if he could set it on fire with his gaze alone. “Do you recognize it?”

Leo studied it for a moment. “…No?”

“Damien? What about you?” Cale whirled on the dreadshade in question, making him shrink back.

“I don’t… think so?” Damien squeaked out. Cale caught himself and took a step back before he scared Damien any further.

It didn’t stop him from starting to pace angrily, though. He stared at the tapestry again and scowled. “Well, I do,” he said. “And that means that constellation isn’t from this realm. They were trying to calculate new domain magic using constellations from different realms. Of all the bloody stupid, foolish, idiotic things to do—”

He snarled and cut himself off before he could really get into a rant. Instead, he began making his way deeper into the archive with angry but determined steps. “They were trying to expand the reach of their magic,” he said. It was all falling into place now. “They figured out a new kind of domain magic. We saw that. That’s incredible for any mage, and frankly world-changing stuff for most of the realms. But they decided what they had wasn’t enough and started trying to create new anchors for their magic based on constellations from other realms. Now, pop quiz. What do you think you have to do when you use magic that reaches into other realms?”

“Uh…” Leo exchanged a nervous glance with Damien. Neither of them understood why Cale was quite so aggravated, probably. “You have to take defensive measures, right? Like when you’re doing a summoning spell?”

“Exactly.” Cale jerked a thumb furiously at the tapestries around them. “Even an apprentice mage knows that. It’s magic 101. Don’t mess with magic that reaches across the Great Realms unless you know what you’re doing, and always, always take measures to protect yourself from the Abyss. Guess what these mages didn’t do?”

“They didn’t… guard their spells against the Abyss?” Leo said hesitantly. Damien nodded beside him, as if to agree, but he was half-hiding behind Leo at this point. Cale was too worked up to notice.

“Congratulations,” Cale said, throwing his hands into the air. “You’re smarter than the genius mages that developed a whole new type of magic, apparently! At least you know you need to draw a basic defensive circle!”

“I see you understand,” Sternkessel’s voice echoed out of nowhere, calm but severe. Cale glared up at him briefly.

“You could have just told me,” he muttered. “But yes, I do. And we’re fixing this.”

“Cale,” Leo said carefully. “What’s going on?”

Cale let out an aggravated sigh. He was silent for a moment, storming along the hallway like he didn’t intend to explain a single thing, but eventually, he spoke. His voice was carefully controlled, like he was trying to stop himself from erupting all over again.

“You already know this, but you can’t just reach across the Great Realms without basic protective magic,” Cale said. “It’s a stupid thing to do. Even if all you’re doing is domain magic, if you’re designing an anchor that draws from another realm, you’re basically casting a fishing line out into the Abyss. Yes, you’ll find your target, but you’re going to catch a whole lot of inter-realm detritus along the way. That’s going to mess with the effects of your magic, which is bad enough on its own, but it also means you’re going to bring everything you caught along the way back with you.”

He gestured furiously. “Think about it,” he said. “The Inverted Spires don’t match Loomweaver architecture. You two don’t even recognize the architectural style, do you? That’s because they caught a lost fragment of a different realm entirely and dragged it back with them. Their magic wasn’t designed to do that, so it collapsed as soon as this chunk of land could materialize and brought them all with it.

“And if that weren’t bad enough, they caught something with it,” Cale said grimly. He pointed up at the tapestries above them, which now depicted almost exactly what he was saying. There was a depiction of the Inverted Spires on one of them, except this time it wasn’t inverted at all, being dragged through the space between the Great Realms.

And caught at the bottom, nearly invisible, was something dangerous and formless. They depicted it as nothing more than a swirl of green thread, pulsing beneath the Spires.

“So they break off a piece of a realm—or capture a piece of a lost one—and it acts like a planar net, catching and dragging along one of the many Abyssal Ones along with it,” Cale continued grimly, to a sharp gasp from Damien and a wide-eyed stare from Leo. “Except adult Abyssals wouldn’t get caught by something this ridiculous. Adult Abyssals don’t flinch when a mortal being looks at them, even if their control over reality still gets slightly disrupted. So what do you think happened?”

“They caught—” Damien swallowed, his tone almost unbelieving. “They caught a baby Abyssal?”

“They caught a baby Abyssal,” Cale snarled. The center of the spiral was in sight now—it was a large, circular room, with an empty hole set into the center of it. Like a well, except the depths of it were pitch-black, and corroded mana flowed out of it like water. “And you know, if that was all, it would have been fine. A sufficiently motivated mage would be able to find a way to send it back to the Abyss. But the Loomweavers? Oh, they got scared. Like mages always do when they meet something from outside the Great Realms.”

There was a spark of genuine disgust in Cale’s voice. Both Damien and Leo winced at it, looking slightly uncomfortable, but Cale wasn’t done.

“So they bind it with domain magic,” he said, gesturing to one of the final tapestries hung around the final room. It depicted the Loomweaver elders as heroes, capturing and corralling something unknowable with their domain magic. The green thread had grown into something larger and snakelike, with eyes beginning to emerge from its body, but golden circles kept it contained. “They make it their guardian. They use it to keep themselves safe and create a beautiful paradise here for themselves, away from the rest of the world, with stupid little rules like ‘don’t step on the grass’ and ‘don’t break the windows.’”

“Oh,” Damien said softly.

Cale exhaled, staring at the hole in the ground. “What they did was the equivalent of a magical lobotomy, do you understand?” he said, his voice quieter but no less intense. “I might not have encountered this specific case of it, but I’ve seen magical bindings like these. It enforces thought patterns. It tells you what you can think and when you can think it. And the Abyssal they bound is allowed to think only one thing: it must enforce the rules.

“So it sits there, at the bottom of the paradise they’ve carved out for themselves, and all it can think is that it needs to enforce the rules. The rules are good. It needs to punish anyone that breaks them. Over and over and over, and—”

Cale’s voice broke slightly. He turned back to look at Damien and Leo. “Do you know what an Abyssal One is?” he asked.

“I—” Damien started, then shook his head, looking uncertain.

“They’re creatures that live in the Abyss,” Leo said. “It’s not a species, just a name for anything that gets left in the Abyss when its parent realm gets lost or destroyed.”

“Right,” Cale said. There was still an edge in his voice. “So most of the Abyssal Ones are the last of their kind. They aren’t evil, but they can’t live in any of the Great Realms anymore. Their very presence corrupts things and breaks the laws of physics and the rules of magic. They are exceedingly powerful, but also incredibly broken, and…”

He trailed off for a moment, his eyes distant. They seemed almost wet. He blinked a few times, then shook his head.

“It doesn’t know what’s happening to it,” Cale said. “They got it so early it couldn’t even grow its own mind. It has to enforce the rules and it has to punish, but it doesn’t know what that looks like. It barely understands the idea of a punishment, let alone something as complicated as domain magic. But that’s all it knows, because it’s all the Loomweavers use, so it tries. It copies. It guesses. It thinks it’s supposed to use domain magic, so it mimicks that, and it doesn’t quite get it right. It doesn’t know the difference between a beast and a domain, for example, and the two things get a little bit mixed up. But it keeps trying and doing its best, because according to its binding, that’s what rule-enforcers like it are supposed to do.”

Cale sighed, the anger suddenly draining out of him. For a moment, he just looked tired and pained. Sad.

Damien hesitated, then walked over and pulled him into a hug, draping his cloak around them both. There was a half-second in which he almost pulled away before he simply sagged and let it happen.

After a moment, Leo joined them. “You care a lot about this,” the minotaur observed quietly, but there was no judgement in his voice.

“I suppose I do,” Cale muttered. He forced himself to pull away, taking a few steps closer to the hole. “You don’t have to follow me, but I need to fix this. I need to free this thing and send it back.”

“Can you do that?” Leo asked. Cale nodded.

“I think so. But it’d be easier with some help.” He took a deep breath. “Sternkessel, can you get Flia, please? She’s another Astral Wing student.”

“You are sure you wish to do this?” Sternkessel asked.

“Don’t ask that question like you didn’t bring me here specifically so I could do this,” Cale grumbled. “Yes, I know. It doesn’t know what’s happening. It’s going to try to fight back. But we can make this work, I’m sure of it.”

“I cannot guarantee your protection,” Sternkessel warned. “I will have my hands full with the students.”

“That’s fine,” Cale said. “I don’t need it. But get the kobold here. I think we’re going to need them, too. And Damien?”

Damien looked at him, clearly worried. “What is it?”

“You want to heal with your magic.” Cale’s tone softened slightly. “I think you’re discounting all the ways your aspect can still help people. Whatever this thing is, it’s bound by an incredibly powerful domain, but we’ve seen that the domain is impermeable to decay mana. So…”

Tired as he was, Cale managed a small grin. “Make sure you pay attention, because I think it’s about time I show you what decay mana can really do. I’ve been itching to try out [Decay Bite], anyway.”
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Inspirations for this arc (that I can finally talk about!) include The Beast Below from Doctor Who and - somewhat more obscure - SCP-1455 (specifically, the explanation for it that the writer left in the discussion section, although it’s sort of a pity that it’s there; it’s by far the most interesting part of the skip. I won’t spoil it here in case you decide you want to check it out!)

Magical Fun Fact: While the Loomweavers have a fairly unique means of anchoring their domain magic, they didn’t pioneer the art of insulting each other through long and complicated woven fabrics, nor do they have the most impressive examples of such. That honor belongs to a prophet on a distant realm who, after a particularly inspiring meeting with Cale, wove a handkerchief and had it delivered to the umbral lord that once destroyed her home.

This handkerchief’s delivery was somehow involved in several significant trade route delays, forcing the umbral lord to check on the unusual fate conflux personally. When he opened the package, he found a delicate weaving of the prophet with a raised middle finger, along with crude art of a nearby tree collapsing on top of him.

He was then struck by no less than fifteen bolts of lightning.

Anyway, here are the Patreon and Discord links! Patreon has extra chapters and extra fun facts. Extra fun all around!



This shoutout I just kind of offered, although Reece did offer to shout me back. I was reading it to help them figure out an ad and ended up reading all 13 chapters that were up at the time. Has some real traditional slow-burn regression vibes! Hard to say where it’s going just yet, but it feels like a lot of groundwork is being done for really satisfying progression later on, so I’m looking forward to catching up when it’s done (or when it’s published, depending on when I find the time).
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Second Ascension 





They said only the wealthy and powerful could become Adventurers. They said those same Adventurers would never betray humanity. They lied.



Dean was there when the last Kingdom fell. A common soldier with no real talent or power, he watched as the army was overrun. One by one, the kingdom’s most famous and powerful adventurers were broken and killed. All except one. From where he lay dying on the battlefield, Dean saw the Spear Saint betray mankind, dooming them all. On the cusp of death, he is offered a choice. A chance to go back in time and choose a different path - one that could grant him the power to change his fate entirely.





But nothing is as simple as it seems. Behind the scenes a silent war rages between powers unseen. Soon, their agents will hunt him, drawing him into a conflict that spans not just continents, but entire worlds.

















                



Chapter 29 — Magical Geography, Pt 7


                It took a bit of time, but Cale and the rest of his impromptu team were as ready as they would ever be.

Fighting something from the Abyss wasn’t something he did very often. Really, fighting non-lethally wasn’t something he did very often. The effect of the Thread of Fate meant many of his days were rather intense and eventful, but even then, Cale thought his first day in Utelia somehow managed to rank among the worst and best of them simultaneously.

And wasn’t that something? It almost made him laugh.

It wasn’t actually the worst he’d experienced, of course. Cale had experienced far worse. But it ranked among them, probably, in terms of the absolute rollercoaster of emotions he’d experienced in the span of a single day. It was supposed to be rare for him to get angry, but both the Loomweavers and Sneaks-In-Darkness had managed to strike at a part of him that he normally did his best to avoid.

That hug from his new friends had helped him calm down quite a bit, much to his own surprise. Cale didn’t ordinarily let other people get too close to him. He moved between lives too frequently, even when he managed to extend his time in a single realm. And travel through the Great Realms was difficult, when one was as magically handicapped as he was. Nor where there many mages capable of targeted travel especially.

The point was that he was rather surprised by how quickly he had grown attached to so many of the people in Utelia. It was getting harder and harder to pretend this place was just a passing fancy, and that meant…

Well, it meant that this would probably be one of those lives.

Cale supposed he was long overdue for one of them. A life spent living, not a life spent existing. As long as he survived this, anyway. Abyssals were a dangerous opponent even for him, and if anyone else had sent him up against one, Cale would probably have suspected them of trying to get rid of him.

Sternkessel was different. Mostly because Cale was pretty sure he knew what the professor was now, and he didn’t disagree with the proposed plan of action or how he’d gone about it.

Which led to where they were now. This particular Abyssal sat at the bottom of an enormous hole carved out of the center of the Inverted Spires, and even now, it was probably trying to think up new ways to remove them. Even with the Abyssal being undeveloped and limited by powerful domain magic, that was dangerous, and the moment that binding was removed the danger would grow tenfold.

They had some things working in their favor, though. The incompatibility between an Abyssal One and the Great Realms worked both ways. As much as Abyssals broke down the fabric of the realms around them, they were limited in capability as long as they were within those realms.

On the other hand, mages essentially carried the power of the Great Realms within their mana cores. That there were so many mages now in the territory of the Inverted Spires was probably aggravating to the Abyssal that was bound here, even if it didn’t understand why, and Cale’s presence here was even worse.

While he hadn’t exactly met very many Abyssal Ones in his travels, he’d once been fortunate enough to encounter one willing to speak with him. They’d explained that just being near him felt like the mortal equivalent of standing next to the sun. Every moment spent in his company was like being scorched down to the bone.

That same Abyssal had also spent rather a lot of time around him, now that he thought about it. Cale wondered briefly if he should have asked about that.

…Probably not. Abyssals were a little like immortals, in a way; the things they cared about were strange and rarely compatible with mortal understanding.

In any case, this Abyssal was likely being partially protected by the same domain that bound it, or the reaction from it would have been far fiercer when they first broke a rule. That meant they’d have to act fast once he freed it from its bindings and make sure it couldn’t hurt any of them in the process.

Which was why Cale had requested for the help of a certain trio of kobolds. Clone aspect magic was perfect for this situation.

“Abyssals don’t like being observed,” Cale explained once the others were all gathered around him. Flia and all the rest of the students were here, though only five of them would be going down into the hole. He paced back and forth, occasionally glancing at the hole as if expecting it to start growing at any moment. “There’s a reason for that. They draw their power from the Outer Planes, but the Outer Planes aren’t meant to be observed, which means any kind of observation disrupts that connection.”

Leo raised a hand. “Why?”

“You don’t have to raise your hand,” Cale grumbled. “And I don’t know. It has something to do with how the Outer Planes work. It’s not like I’ve been there.”

Flia, Leo, and Damien all shot him disbelieving looks. Cale was pretty sure he caught one of them mouthing “lie” under their breath, which was patently absurd. Why was this what they suspected him of lying about? He’d said plenty of things that were far more absurd.

“So, um, the observation thing is why you wanna get my help?” the kobold trio asked nervously. Well, all three of them began to speak, and then the two in the trenchcoat immediately stopped talking when they realized where they were.

“You’ll have a pretty important job,” Cale said, offering them a small smile. They were named Threek, apparently? Cale had to do his best not to comment on the name lest he earn another level of [Blabbermouth]. “You’re sure you can do this?”

Threek paused for a moment, withdrew into their trenchcoat, and conferred for several seconds. “I don’t have a lot of control over my magic,” they offered nervously after a moment. “But I can try. I wanna try.”

“That’s all I ask,” Cale said. “Now, are we all ready?”

Damien and Leo nodded. 

“I still have no idea why I’m here,” Flia said. She looked… Cale couldn’t quite tell if she looked pleased or irritated that she’d been called on. He was pretty sure she was trying to hide how nervous she was, though. “You can’t seriously think my magic is tied to the Abyss. It’s a deep-sea aspect, not an abyssal aspect. I don’t think that’s even a thing.”

“I saw the Leviathan,” Cale said patiently. “The Leviathan does not swim around in the deep sea. It governs the Abyss.”

“But…” Flia looked conflicted, and Cale could understand that much, at least. He’d thrown this at her rather suddenly. “What’s an abyssal aspect? And what does that even mean for me?”

“I’ll explain it all, I promise,” Cale said with a small smile. “I owe you three a lot, so you’ll get your answers. As soon as we’re done sending this thing home. Please? Besides, I saw how you handled that shadeling. If anyone can deal with a foreign, eldritch creature capable of ripping apart the fabric of reality by accident, it’s probably you.”

Flia’s face turned pink. “I don’t even know what it looks like,” she mumbled. She’d pulled the strap of her satchel closer to herself, though, and Cale saw the way she straightened.

“Knowing you, you’re going to think it’s cute even if it’s got fifteen mouths and thirty sets of teeth,” Leo said, nudging her. Flia glared at him, then relented with a sigh, and Cale gave his friends a small smile.

“Let’s go,” he said. “The poor thing’s been trapped long enough.”

 



 

It was Sternkessel himself that floated the five—or seven, depending on how you counted Threek—down to the bottom of the shaft. They floated down in silence for a long moment, each of them absorbed in their thoughts. It probably didn’t help that the only source of light was the mana ball Cale produced, and even then, all it did was light up their faces. Everything else vanished into the dark like there was nothing there.

Probably because there was, in fact, nothing there.

Threek was the most nervous of them, which wasn’t much of a surprise. They kept fidgeting in their coat, and Cale saw multiple tails briefly peek out from the bottom before they slipped back in.

“You don’t have to do this if you don’t want to, you know,” Cale said, trying to be reassuring.

“I-I know,” Threek said. “You told me that already. But after Sternkessel explained everything, I can’t just… I mean… I dunno why he didn’t tell us before. Couldn’t he have gotten someone to help with all this?”

Cale hummed in thought, then shook his head. “I doubt it,” he said. There was a dim glow in the distance now, just beneath them. He avoided looking directly at it, but none of the others did—and the moment they looked, a surge of not-quite-domain magic battered at the defenses Sternkessel had wrapped around them.

The professor grunted slightly, but otherwise said nothing, and their descent continued as steadily as ever. Cale couldn’t help but be impressed by that display of control, but then it was hardly the most incredible of their professor’s feats of the day. He really needed to ask Akkau where he got his professors.

After a moment, Cale spoke again. “It’s… complicated,” he said carefully. If Sternkessel hadn’t already told his students what he was, there was probably a reason for it. “But think about it. Among the mages powerful enough to break a domain like this, how many of them would help, and how many would want the Abyssal for themselves?”

Threek fell silent at that, their expression slightly stricken before settling into something more contemplative. Cale took the opportunity to study the void around them and the area around the distant glow, careful to avoid a direct stare. Sternkessel could defend against a reaction from any of the others, but if he looked…

Well, the suppression of planar power was a question of quantity, not quality. The severity of the Abyssal’s reaction was not. Cale sighed; if he had a more experienced set of mages to work with, it would have been easier to guarantee everyone’s safety. He’d planned as carefully as he could, but he couldn’t be sure he hadn’t missed anything.

They couldn’t try to suppress it too early. Abyssals could adjust and find a way to draw on their planar connection in other ways, even through observation. The plan would work only because this one hadn’t even had the chance to learn how, and even then, it would be a near thing.

This would be far more comfortable if only he could use his mana to its fullest extent, but… the Loomweavers had built a domain capable of unraveling his mana. He couldn’t risk that happening here. If a significant portion of his mana was separated into its constituent aspects, there was no telling what sort of wider consequences Utelia would have to endure.

Literally. Cale had outright never faced anything capable of doing that before, which meant this was the one time he had no idea what would happen. All he knew was that if he was a true prismatic, then his mana contained a stable meld of every mana aspect that had ever existed, and several of those would instantly become unstable if separated.

On the other hand, Utelia had the Gift, which meant there was one way he could safely channel his power. Judging by the strength of the domain he felt, he was going to need to use quite a bit of it.

Their descent stopped, allowing all five students to slowly approach the Abyssal. It was hard to see properly, given that it was trapped within a sphere of golden light—that sphere was made out of what looked like thousands of the little circular diagrams the Loomweavers used for their domains, inscribed in intricate detail in a massive tapestry on the ground and then projected up as a sphere.

Cale stepped forward. He could feel the Abyssal’s attention fixate suddenly on him, but it did nothing; after all, he hadn’t broken any rules yet. But he could feel it trying to make up new ones with every second that passed. It wanted him out.

“Damien!” Cale called. “Are you watching?”

“Y-yes?” Damien squeaked, jumping like he hadn’t expected to be called out. Cale laughed softly to himself, then strode confidently forward.

Up in the Inverted Spires, they had to identify the rules this Abyssal was enforcing. No doubt many mages had been lost to an accidental breaking of a rule; “don’t step on the grass” was probably the smallest of them. Here, though, almost directly next to the creature that was enforcing them, he could feel them as they formed.

Do not speak.

Cale steadied his breathing and said nothing, even when the others called out to see if he was alright. Sternkessel deflected the Abyssal’s cursory attempts to punish them for breaking the new rule, but its attention was largely focused on him. Good.

Do not breathe.

Cale held his breath and continued forward. The tapestry that held the domain binding was heavily protected by the very same domain he didn’t dare touch with his magic, but he had a spell for that.

Do not mo—

The Abyssal cut itself off mid-rule, and Cale smiled slightly. It had trapped itself with that one: it had already created a rule about not staying still, and it couldn’t oppose itself. Desperate, it tried something else.

Do not see!

Cale shut his eyes. He was close enough now that he could feel for the tapestry with his hands, and he crouched down to feel for its corner. The magic imbued into it was powerful, almost like it had been woven together by multiple minor divinities… He couldn’t hold back as much as he might have liked.

Do not stand—

It was too late. He leaned down and bit, flooding his mana into [Decay Bite]. He didn’t particularly try to hold back, either. He felt the spell buck and strain against the flood of pure power, felt the Gift respond by frantically wrapping around the construct and adjusting, evolving.

Not the most elegant way to solve the problem, but decay magic had proven to be particularly impermeable to the properties of this domain, so if anything would be able to shatter the tapestry…

Words written in mana appeared behind his eyelids, silently communicating to him what he’d done.

Mana overload detected! Attempting to compensate…

Adjusting spell construct…

[Decay Bite] has evolved into [Fangs of the Festering Fields]!

[Fangs of the Festering Fields, Level 1] [Fifteenth Tier (Unique), Active] [1.0e54 Mana]

At the farthest reaches of the Outer Planes lie the Festering Fields, where all planar creatures go to rot and the wheel of life stops turning. The roots of the former World Tree Yggdrasil form the foundation of this dead plane, and now the power of that death flows through your jaws, invoking the end of all things.

Do not cast this again.

As he bit down on the corner of the tapestry, something in the fabric of the world shattered. Even with his eyes shut, Cale’s mana sense felt the emptiness that raced through his target like living venom—pure rot and festering decay raced into the age-old magic that kept the Abyssal bound, then tore through like it was nothing.

And it would have kept going, too. The spell felt almost like it was eager to continue, to consume, to bring about the end as it was meant to. Cale pulled back sharply before it could, and in the same moment the Gift bore down around them like a divine cage.

The spell halted at the edges of its power, snapping and biting, but with them both working in concert, it failed to break through.

The words of the Gift lingered in his mind. It had left messages for him before, certainly, but that was perhaps the most direct warning it had ever given him. Cale wondered, as he sat there with his eyes shut, exactly how sapient this divine construct was. Who was the God of Magic, anyway? Cale had met many gods in his various lives, and he’d never seen a working this complex. To create something capable of inventing spells and gifting magic to the people, and yet to not involve himself when the likes of the Red Hunters came along…

One of these days, Cale thought, he’d need to have a word with this god. At least so he could understand how all of this had happened.

For now, he sat at the corner of the now-disintegrating domain. The last rule the Abyssal had enforced was not to stand, and while the binding was fading, it was still confused and would most likely continue to follow self-imposed rules for a while. This was the chance for everyone else to strike.

He’d done his part. The Abyssal needed to be sent back to the Abyss, but Cale involving himself risked unwinding pieces of his magic, and that would put everyone here in danger. He’d decided it was best that he focus his will instead on keeping his mana well within his control so that couldn’t happen.

And as long as he was focused on that, he didn’t need to think about what the Gift had said.

The roots of the former World Tree Yggdrasil form the foundation of this dead plane, and now the power of that death flows through your jaws, invoking the end of all things.

Cale had grown very, very good at lying through his lives. He hadn’t lied about that. He just hadn’t specified who he was good at lying to.

Centuries of life, and of all the lies he told, he was best at lying to himself most of all.

He forced himself to smile a tired smile.

Ah well. It wasn’t yet safe to use his eyes, but it would be nice to use his mana sense to see how his friends-and-possibly-apprentices did with something like this. He could step in if needed once the binding wore off, but…

This was the type of thing that shaped a mage for the rest of their life.

The less he interfered, the better.

 



 

Given all the tales Flia had once heard about the Abyss, she had expected the Abyssal One trapped here to be a horrifying amalgamation of flesh and bone. She was deeply conflicted about the fact that Cale apparently wanted to save this thing. On one hand, she wanted to help it, because she really did love magical creatures of all kinds. The way they interacted with mana and their purpose in the Great Realms fascinated her.

On the other hand, who knew what it had done to the Loomweavers? They had to be missing for a reason, and even if they’d messed up, they didn’t deserve extinction. But then the Abyssal didn’t deserve to be trapped here, either, and from what Leo and Damien had told her, the binding that had been placed on it was something truly horrific.

Flia supposed she had difficulty believing it, despite the words and explanations of her friends. She couldn’t fathom a single mage—let alone a group of mages—performing a binding so inherently cruel on something that was capable of thinking. A part of her thought that perhaps Cale had gotten something wrong, or at least that he was missing some piece of the picture.

But she chose to come along anyway, in large part because she couldn’t shake what she’d seen in Cale’s expression when he was bearing down on that assassin mage. Sneaks-In-Darkness. Some things he didn’t leave to chance, and that was one of them. He’d decided almost instantly that Sneaks-In-Darkness could not be forgiven.

He’d made that same decision here with the Loomweavers, and though the rational part of her mind protested, another part of her—the one that had seen the face he wore and the bitterness with which he’d made that decision—thought that if he had spoken with such passion about what the Loomweavers had done, then he was just as sure about them as he had been about Sneaks-In-Darkness.

And as soon as the binding domain dissolved and she saw the Abyssal unfurl from within, she knew beyond a doubt that he had been right.

This Abyssal was no flesh abomination. It was a gentle, delicate thing, with gossamer wings not unlike that of a butterfly. It didn’t quite have a complete form, given that it was partially between realms in the way that Abyssals had to be, but it was…

Flia didn’t have the words for it.

It was light, dancing in the shape of a butterfly and creating the faint impression of fluttering wings. It was the shadow beneath, an echo of a shape that didn’t quite exist within the realm. It was a keening song of loss that made her stagger forward before she realized what she was doing.

It was a story, somehow given substance, and it was beautiful.

The books she’d read a long time ago had described Abyssal Ones as orphans of broken realms that were then transformed by the Abyss. When a realm was lost or destroyed, for one reason or the other, there would always be a single survivor that the Abyss would cradle and cultivate. Those same books said that most mages found them terrifying and unknowable, but others—very few—said that the worst thing about them was that they were sad.

Flia fell into the second category. She was the only one here, perhaps. All the others flinched away from the Abyssal, but she stepped forward, her heart seized by that mournful song. She could almost hear the tragedy within it if she focused. The final moments of an entire realm and its desperate attempt to stay together, the lost stories and hopes and dreams of everyone within—

Sabri, the little shadeling she’d adopted and bound as a familiar just before all this, crawled out of her satchel and bit her. Gently.

Flia snapped back. There was no time to be lost in this, however beautiful or tragic it was. But now that she’d seen it for herself, she agreed with Cale on one thing: they needed to send it back to the Abyss. And he’d told them exactly what they needed to do.

“Threek!” she shouted. The kobold gave her a wide-eyed, terrified look. “You need to suppress it!”

She was trying to weave a spell. She didn’t need to do much here; her attunement would do most of the work, so a basic, albeit massive [Orb of Water] would be sufficient. The problem was that she couldn’t focus enough to do it—the Abyssal, now freed, was lashing out with waves of false domain magic that disrupted her attempts to mold the spell. It wasn’t even doing it on purpose.

They’d known this would be difficult. Cale had warned them that if they tried it beforehand, the Abyssal would likely create some rule about spellcasting that would make it immensely more difficult for them to suppress it long enough to send it back. Doing it after was only marginally better, as long as they did it quickly.

“I-I can’t!” Threek called out desperately. “You gotta—”

“You’re three kobolds in a trenchcoat!” Flia screamed back, feeling a bit ridiculous as she did so.

It worked, though. Threek shuddered briefly as soon as she said it. Their magic was unstable, in large part because they struggled to acknowledge themselves, and the moment anyone else did so it went haywire. They dissolved immediately into a half-dozen, then a dozen, then two-dozen tiny, yipping kobolds.

“Threek! Focus!” Flia yelled.

To their credit, they did. They gathered themselves enough to all focus a glare at the Abyssal, which shuddered in response; the light dimmed briefly, and the domain magic lessened. Flia gathered herself just enough to force most of her mana into [Orb of Water], and a massive jet of not-water blasted out of her hand, filling quickly into an enormous sphere…

…that was just to the left of the Abyssal One, because it darted out of the way. Flia groaned in frustration.

“I’ve got this,” Leo said grimly. Flia’s eyes widened when she felt him casting a labyrinth spell. Really? The minotaur had refused to do that for as long as she had known him.

It worked, though. The Abyssal fluttered around in confusion, as if suddenly unsure where to go, and slowly began to edge itself toward the orb of water. It was almost there, but stopped just short, as if confused.

“A little more,” Leo said, sweating. “I can’t push the spell anymore. Damien—”

“Please,” Damien muttered, so quietly Flia almost didn’t hear him. And then he did something that astonished her.

He cast a decay spell on the space between the Abyssal and her [Orb of Water].

It pushed the Abyssal that much closer. It was half-submerged in it now, but it was struggling. Flia recognized the emotion radiating from it like it was her own. This was its first grasp of freedom, and it was confused and afraid.

She stepped forward and spoke in low, gentle tones. “It’s going to be okay,” she said, like it could understand her. “You’re just going back to where you belong. You’ll be free, and it might be scary at first, but it’ll be worth it. Be brave, little one. There’s so much more to see.”

It didn’t understand her, of course. It couldn’t. But its struggles slowed, and it stared at her, almost as if it understood something.

Then, just like that, it turned and fluttered the rest of the way into the Abyss.

Just like that, it was gone. A pressure Flia hadn’t even realized had been pressing down all around them vanished in the same moment. She let out a small sigh of relief and dismissed her magic, staring at the place where it had disappeared, then sniffed.

“It was beautiful,” she said sadly.

Damien, Leo, and all two dozen versions of Threek looked at her as if she’d lost her mind, but she ignored them. It was beautiful, and she was going to do her best to remember it. Absently, she petted Sabri, thankful it had known to bite her when it had. If it hadn’t…

Well, it didn’t bear thinking about.

“Maybe abyssal mana isn’t so bad,” Flia said to Sabri. “What do you think?”

The shadeling vibrated slightly in her arms, then bit her again. She ignored it and continued petting its head gently.

Leo, watching this, sighed. “You get used to this,” he told Threek conversationally. “Not to Cale, though. Speaking of which…”

Leo frowned, glancing around at first in confusion, and then with a look of dawning concern. “Where exactly did he go?”

Flia glanced up and blinked, then scowled. “I knew I should’ve stopped casting spells around him,” she muttered.

Sabri vibrated in agreement, then bit her for a third time.
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                    And so we come to the end of Magical Geography. Well, mostly, but the next chapters aren’t named Magical Geography, so technically it’s the end of the class!

Magical Fun Fact: [Bond Familiar] creates a link between a mage and their would-be familiar, but it usually takes a while for that link to develop to the point that the link can be used to communicate (and even then, usually only basic emotions). In that time, the familiar tries to express themselves by whatever means comes most naturally to them, a fact that was, unfortunately, not known to the animal mage that attempted to save himself by casting the spell on the Man-Eater Frog he thought was hunting him (they were, in fact, three entirely different frogs that happened to be in his path.)

Patreon is 11 chapters ahead and has its own fun facts! Discord is one… Silver ahead? I dunno, you decide. 



                



Chapter 30 — A Class Act


                It was fairly well known among higher-tier mages that one did not simply throw themselves into the Abyss. Among immortals, it was more generally known that one did not throw themselves into the Abyss unless they went by the name of Cale Cadwell Cobbs.

He was, after all, one of the few mages known to have done so and survived.

To be fair, he’d cheated slightly, and all his connections didn’t necessarily mean that it was wise for him to do so again. He was relatively certain he’d be able to make his way back, though, and the fact that he could breathe in the so-called water of the Abyss was a good sign. It meant his presence wasn’t unwelcome. If the Leviathan had wanted him gone, the Abyss would have crushed and suffocated him in short order.

She’d always been a very decisive woman.

Still, it seemed she was fine with his presence, and Cale was certain he’d be able to make his way back without too much trouble. He had a thick barrier wrapped around his waist that led out of the Abyss and was anchored in the ground of the Inverted Spires. Pretty much the same trick he’d used earlier to disrupt the spatial rule that kept them from finding out what the Loomweavers had really done. That would be enough for Sternkessel to find him, and even if it wasn’t, he had his ways of getting back.

Not pleasant ones, but he did have them.

For now, though, he was here for a reason.

Cale had been thinking about it on and off ever since Flia mentioned her Leviathan’s Curse. He’d thought it at the time but had opted to say nothing, if only because he hadn’t yet had enough information to come to a clear conclusion.

Now…

Well.

The first clue was that a deep-sea aspect didn’t manifest the way Flia’s magic did. It increased the volume of water that spells with that aspect could handle, and it specialized in pressure; there were universes he’d been to where deep-sea divine mages were known and feared, for they could cast fifteenth-tier spells that overwhelmed entire continents.

Flia’s magic was nowhere near that threatening. Yet her assumption that she had an abyssal aspect core wasn’t exactly right, either; abyssal mana wasn’t strictly a thing. Her people were probably not wrong to call it the Leviathan’s Curse, but Cale was pretty sure the Leviathan would be offended if she knew that was what they’d named it.

The second clue had been Flia’s affinity for magical creatures. It would have been one thing if she was simply good with them, but she’d ignored the shadelings’ defensive psychic field like it wasn’t even there.

Cale grinned wryly. The Leviathan had probably been ecstatic when she found Flia.

The Leviathan acted as guardian and gatekeeper of the Abyss, but those words didn’t quite suffice in explaining her multiversal role. Better to say instead that she was the Abyss.

The entire thing was her domain, after all. It was the expression of her power that kept the Great Realms apart, preventing the occurrence of another Planar Collapse. She swam between them on a regular patrol, consuming anything that overstayed its welcome or grew too large, and her presence was a constant through all of time and space.

She was the First Monolith, known also as the Law of What Lies Between, and she was currently swimming lazily toward him.

Cale lifted a hand in a slightly awkward wave. “Hey.”

The Leviathan didn’t immediately respond. Instead, her enormous, serpentine body flicked gracefully through the endless ocean. She was its singular source of light, though perhaps “singular” wasn’t quite the right term—she had eyes along her body that were miles apart, and each one illuminated a section of the depths. Sometimes, Cale saw brief glimpses of other realms as they drifted close.

He tore his eyes away. Staring at other realms through the Abyss generally wasn’t a good idea.

Then the Leviathan was close enough to speak, and she did.

“Cale Cadwell Cobbs,” she said. She swam closer to him, and Cale didn’t move, even as she grew larger and larger; soon, she was so close that he was a tiny speck next to a single one of her glowing eyes.

Cale nodded. “Yup! That’s me,” he said cheerfully.

The Leviathan laughed a long, slow laugh. “It has been too long,” she said. “I see you have not changed. How have you ended up on Utelia?”

“Summoning spell gone wrong,” Cale said with a lazy shrug. “Surprised you didn’t notice. It dragged me through without any protective magic, even, so now I have voidcytes and probably other visitors to deal with.”

“This may be my domain, but I cannot see all within it.” Before his eyes, the Leviathan began to shrink, her power and volume condensing until she was something closer to the size of a horse. She swam closer to him, nudging a snout beneath his fingers, and he sighed and scratched her scales obligingly.

The Leviathan purred. One of the nearby realms trembled.

“Why do you come here?” she asked. “You do not visit the Abyss often. You should.”

“You know as well as I do why I can’t,” Cale said, shaking his head. He sounded just a touch regretful. “Two reasons. First is that I wanted to make sure you’re aware of the Abyssal we’re returning to your care.”

“Ah. Yes.” The Leviathan blinked slowly, languidly; thousands of her eyes shut one by one, then opened again, creating a soft wave of light. She gave him a pleased nod. “Thank you for that. It is much appreciated.”

“The second reason is that you need to learn to talk to your heralds when you appoint them,” Cale said. “Flia thinks your blessing is a curse, you know.”

“What?” The Leviathan looked puzzled. She cocked her head, then continued to spin with it until she had rotated a full 360 degrees. “Why would my blessing be a curse?”

“Utelians have issues with non-standard magic,” Cale said dryly. “She can’t cast any of the magic she wants.”

“But… she is chosen,” the Leviathan protested. “She loves all creatures as I do. I simply gave her the strength to send them back to me. I have lost so many…”

“Are there a lot of Abyssals on Utelia?” Cale asked, frowning slightly, and the Leviathan sighed a long sigh.

“Many and none,” she said sadly. “I cannot track them all. I know only that the realm needed someone with my blessing, and so I gave it freely, and I felt one heart respond. Have I caused harm?”

“Nothing you can’t correct.” Cale patted her on the head gently. “You can reach out through dreams, can’t you? Just let her know what’s going on. I’m sure she’ll understand.”

He paused slightly, then frowned. “But… what do you mean, many and none? You aren’t normally one for being cryptic.”

“I do not know.” The Leviathan’s body shuddered slightly; she closed her eyes, one after the other, until all sets of them were closed. Then they began opening again in a glowing, hypnotic wave. “It is as though they are there, but they are… lost. Held in a boundary, perhaps. Or trapped in a binding, as this child was.”

The Leviathan lifted two hands she didn’t have before, and for a moment, she was so stunningly beautiful and human that Cale’s breath caught in his throat. From those hands, a tiny golden butterfly fluttered out, then flew back and forth, as if confused and frightened. The Leviathan leaned forward, touching her forehead against it, and at that touch the butterfly calmed.

Soon, it began to weave a happy dance around the length of the Leviathan, who had once more assumed her more serpentine form. Cale watched this for a moment, a small smile forming on his lips, before that smile faded.

“If someone’s making use of Abyssals, it could explain some of what’s apparently been happening on Utelia,” Cale murmured softly, talking mostly to himself. “I haven’t been able to make sense of some of the memories I got from Sneaks-In-Darkness, but this could explain some of it.”

He shook his head. “I guess most of this doesn’t matter to you,” he said wryly. He leaned down slightly and smiled. “I’ll figure it out. But can you promise me to reach out to Flia? Maybe help her cast some of the spells she wants to cast? She could use a mentor that isn’t… well, you know.”

He gestured to himself with a laugh, and the Leviathan’s eyes crinkled as if amused. “You do not give yourself enough credit, Cale Cadwell Cobbs,” she said. She swam forward to bump her snout against his chest. “And you ask much of me, as usual. But I suppose I could, if only for old times’ sake.”

“You and I both know you’d never let one of your heralds suffer if you knew about it,” Cale said with a small laugh. “Thank you, Lev.”

“Hmm.” The Leviathan hummed noncomittally. “You should visit more often, as I said.”

“I’ll do my best,” Cale said, though they both knew it was a lie. The Leviathan gave him a regal nod nevertheless, then turned to swim away, flicking her tail as she did; the force of it sent him barreling back toward the opening into Utelia.

Probably several times too fast, actually. Cale winced. She’d never been good at controlling her power. This was going to hurt—

Reality blipped.

 



 

When Cale opened his eyes again, he was back in the classroom for Magical Geography. He blinked a few times, checking over himself for any injuries. For a moment, he thought he’d passed out, but… no. Sternkessel had somehow known the exact moment he needed to be pulled out and then brought him straight back to class.

He was even still dripping wet. Which was strange, because Cale was pretty sure the water of the Abyss wasn’t really water.

Ah well. Sternkessel was staring at him with his arms folded across his chest, and that was probably a more pressing issue. Especially since Cale couldn’t actually tell what he was thinking or feeling for once.

First things first, though. “I don’t suppose you have some sort of drying spell?” Cale asked hopefully.

That made Sternkessel crack a smile, or at least do whatever the equivalent meant for someone like him. The rings of his head spun around a few times in amusement before he shook his head.

“I’m afraid not,” he said. “And while I would normally allow you to head back to change, I believe we should have a few words first.”

Cale nodded absently, looking around the classroom. “Makes sense. Where’s everyone else?”

“There are many discoveries still to be made in the Inverted Spires, and without the Abyssal to enforce its rules, the place is rendered much safer,” Sternkessel answered. He reached into his pocket and delicately unfolded a handkerchief before offering it to Cale, who blinked at it for a moment, then accepted it and began drying his face off with it.

It didn’t do much. It was just a handkerchief. But it seemed pretty expensive, and he appreciated the gesture. “So, I take it you’re letting them earn extra points?”

Sternkessel nodded. “I suspect they could use them, though I am less certain those credits will get them what they want. Still… It is their choice, after what they have seen today.”

“I’m not sure I understand what makes them want the credits so badly, to be honest.” Cale handed back the handkerchief and tried not to flinch when Sternkessel just folded it and put it back into his pocket. It was wet! It was going to stain that beautiful suit!

Except it did nothing, so now Cale had questions to ask about Sternkessel’s pockets.

“Orstrahl’s artifact vault is rumored to contain many potential cures to their various afflictions,” Sternkessel answered mildly. He patted his vest pocket as if he knew exactly what Cale was thinking. “Among them include many artifacts that improve a mage’s ability to attune, or otherwise alter a mana core.”

That made Cale wince. Yeah, he could definitely see why they might want those credits. He could also see why some professors might not want them to get those credits. Artifacts like that rarely came without side effects; of all the ones he’d seen, that cloak Damien wore was perhaps the only one that didn’t strike him as immediately dangerous.

“Guess that answers that,” Cale muttered. “That’s not why you brought me here, though. You brought me here because…”

He trailed off, then eyed the professor hopefully. “Because you wanted to hang out?”

Sternkessel snorted, faintly amused once more. “Hardly.”

“Because I know what you are? For the record, I wasn’t planning on telling anyone about it.”

Sternkessel sighed. “I suppose it should not surprise me that you know, but I harbor no illusions as to being able to stop you should you wish to inform others. Believe it or not, that is not why I wish to speak with you.”

Cale grumbled something under his breath. “What is it, then?”

Sternkessel leaned back against his desk and tapped a foot contemplatively. “Mages like you are few and far between, Cale Cadwell Cobbs. My test was meant to measure your ability to deal with the unknown, but you exceeded my expectations; I thought you would discover and free the Abyssal within three expeditions. Not one.”

“If you wanted to praise me, you didn’t have to get me alone to do it.” Cale grinned, and he could practically feel Sternkessel rolling nonexistent eyes in response.

“You are a remarkable mage, even putting aside your raw power,” Sternkessel said. “But I wonder if you know when to stop.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?” Cale raised an eyebrow.

“Many of my students are individuals that need to be pushed to their limits to grow as a mage,” Sternkessel said. “You, I suspect, are the sort of mage that has never stopped pushing against your limits. Akkau has informed me of your many lives, and I have no doubt that plays a part, and yet… I fear I would be remiss in my duty if I did not speak to you on this.

“I have seen similar talents burn themselves out before. I have seen mages barrel into one problem after the next, in large part because—for all their talent, knowledge, and power—it is easier than confronting what they fear most. I have seen others grow arrogant and overconfident, until they become convinced their power grants them the right to govern others.

“And that brings us to you.” Sternkessel’s tone was even rather than accusatory, and Cale relaxed slightly. “I have met many mages through the centuries, but I cannot quite place you. In some things, you act faster and more decisively than even the most experienced mage, and yet in others you are callous. Thoughtless, even. Are you one of those mages always on the run, or do you simply do all this for your own amusement? Are you driven by some third, ineffable motive I have yet to discern?

“I have lived long enough to understand that that which is unknown is dangerous.” The professor glanced away slightly, remembering some long-forgotten tragedy, and Cale felt a small pang of sympathy. He was very much familiar with that. “And you, Cale Cadwell Cobbs, are an unknown. So I feel it necessary to understand exactly what it is Akkau has invited into our realm—”

“—and take the measures and precautions necessary, if I turn out to be a threat?” Cale grinned slightly, to the professor’s evident surprise. This was the sort of direct conversation he appreciated from other mages. All the better that he was doing it out of concern for his students! Sternkessel was trying to hide it, but Cale could tell; he was worried for them.

“…That is correct.” The rings of the professor’s head clicked and rotated cautiously. “Though it is not the only reason.”

“It’s good to know you actually care about your students.” Cale nodded approvingly, mostly to himself. “To answer your questions: mostly column A, a little bit of column B, and a non-specified amount of column C.”

Sternkessel paused. “There will always exist more problems to be solved,” he said eventually. “If it needs to be said, you need not throw yourself into every one of them headfirst.”

“I’ve been around for a long, long time, Professor.” Cale’s smile faded slightly. Others had tried talking to him about this before, but he’d always blown them off. Sternkessel’s genuine concern made it much harder to throw out some snarky, dismissive remark and then pretend the conversation never happened. “I know what you’re worried about. Trust me, I’ve been there and back. I know my limits better than anyone.”

“That is… good to hear.” Sternkessel’s shoulders relaxed, clearly relieved, but there was something distant in his expression.

Cale watched him for a moment. “You were worried about me because I reminded you of someone else,” he noted casually.

Sternkessel twitched, then sighed. “I suppose I should have expected you to notice,” he muttered. “Yes, though that is a rather personal tale. You exhibit many of the signs that Akkau once did. I simply wished to be sure that you would not tread his path.”

Well, he had some questions to ask about that, but it was probably best he save those questions for Akkau himself. “Sounds like you were close,” he said instead. “You do realize you’re the one that decided to send me straight into the Inverted Spires? If you wanted me to slow down, you could have just opted not to test me.”

Sternkessel coughed awkwardly. “A genuine miscalculation,” he said, a note of apology in his voice. “I am sorry.”

“Don’t worry, all mages are allowed a hypocrisy budget. Frankly, you could stand to be a little more hypocritical.” Cale grinned. “I mean, look at me! I’m terrible at admitting to my mistakes. Because I haven’t made any.”

That made Sternkessel snort with genuine laughter, some of the rings on his head spinning rapidly. “Is that meant to reassure me?”

“Not even slightly,” Cale said cheerfully. “This is, though: I’m pretty sure I know why the Thread of Fate was so active today. If I’m right, things should slow down for a little while now. Or at least for the next few classes.” He paused. “Mostly.”

“I fear that, too, was less reassuring than you intended,” Sternkessel said dryly, but at this point he had taken his seat and was regarding Cale with a warmth he hadn’t held before. “It is appreciated, however. Perhaps the academy will have at least a day without the Red Hunters or any reality-warping entities?”

“Aside from yourself?” Cale snarked right back. Sternkessel nearly fell out of his chair.

“I had forgotten that you were able to identify me,” he muttered after regaining his balance. He watched Cale carefully for a long moment. “My instinct is to ask you why you are not afraid, but I suppose we both know the answer to that question.”

“I know how to kill Indictments, even Greater ones,” Cale agreed casually.

Sternkessel didn’t so much as flinch—he simply nodded slowly. “But you have no plans on doing so?”

Cale shot the professor a withering look. “You haven’t monologued or threatened to destroy the world yet,” he said. “Why would I go around killing every Greater Indictment in sight?”

“Most of my kind are blithering idiots bent on world destruction,” Sternkessel said wryly.

Cale waved a hand, dismissive. “Bah,” he said. “If there’s anything I’ve learned it’s not to make assumptions about people. Except for eighth realm demons. Those guys were the worst. Ontologically evil my ass; if there was something more ontologically evil than ontological evil they’re probably that.”

Sternkessel’s rings rotated once, a single click. “…Do I want to know?”

“You don’t.”

“I will take your word for it, then.” The professor paused for a moment, then offered a slight smile. “You do not have any questions about my nature?”

“Oh, plenty.” Cale grinned. “I was just waiting for you to ask. How does a Greater Indictment end up like you? You’re supposed to be… I mean, you know.”

He gestured vaguely. An Indictment was something like a living mana echo created by the very essence of a realm; the conditions under which they formed tended to vary, but more often than not, they emerged as a response to a mage that had performed some truly cruel and terrible magic, almost like the realm itself wanted to punish the mage.

Each time they appeared, they were murderous, destructive beings, tearing through everything in their path until they ran out of whatever strange power source they used. Greater Indictments were even worse, in that regard—they didn’t seem to run out, and would simply continue their rampage until a mage of sufficient power figured out how to stop them.

Thankfully, they were a lot more rare. They formed only in response to a sufficient quantity of karmic backlash or when the perpetrators were entire groups of sufficiently powerful mages. The Loomweavers, it seemed, qualified.

Indictments as a whole were still a bit of a mystery to Cale, in large part because he’d never actually met one that was willing to talk. Some scholars theorized they were a realm’s means of self-defense, to prevent dark magic from proliferating to the extent that it wiped out the realm entirely. Others thought it was simply how magic balanced itself out, in the same way that powerful light and healing magic would occasionally create an Absolution.

Sternkessel being a Greater Indictment was a delightful surprise, though. To think one of them had taken up teaching, and seemed protective of his students! Bonus points for the fashion sense, too; most of the Greater Indictments he’d met before hadn’t really bothered with clothes.

This changed everything.

Sort of.

It changed everything he knew about Greater Indictments, anyway.

“How I ended up as I am…” Sternkessel mused out loud, interlacing gloved fingers together and regarding Cale contemplatively. “I will confess I did have a rather destructive phase in my youth. Changing required a great deal of introspection and growth on my part, I assure you. Contrary to popular belief, we are quite capable of that. It simply requires a sufficient amount of, ah… persuasion.”

Cale cocked his head at the way Sternkessel had hesitated, then grinned. “Persuasion related to a certain dragon, perhaps? I’m sensing some kind of history there.”

“It is not what you are thinking.”

“Sure it isn’t.” Cale gave Sternkessel his wisest, most understanding nod, to which the professor simply grunted.

“That is all in the past,” he muttered in a way that made Cale think it very much was not. “The point is that I diverged rather quickly from the usual path of a Greater Indictment, and it is likely that others of my kind can do the same. One of these days, I hope to…”

His head rings flicked and rotated briefly, and he shook his head. “It is irrelevant. My personal goals are likely centuries, if not more, from making any sort of progress, and I am… satisfied with the life that I have built here.”

There was a long pause in which the only sound that could be heard was Sternkessel’s rings quietly clicking away. Then Cale offered the professor a small, tired smile. “It’s lonely,” he said. “Being the last of your kind. Or the only one, I suppose, but the effect is the same.”

“You speak as though you understand,” Sternkessel murmured. He looked up at Cale, and then his gaze sharpened, several rings clicking into place all at once. “You… do understand.”

Cale froze. “I do,” he said, almost not daring to breathe.

“There are no other humans.” Sternkessel said this as though he was realizing it for the first time, because he was; Cale had never seen anyone capable of recognizing that fact, but then he’d never before spoken to something like a Greater Indictment. “I have not encountered any others. Why have I not questioned this? Why do I know what you are?”

Cale exhaled slowly. “If I knew the answer to those questions,” he said, “I probably wouldn’t be here.”

He could feel Sternkessel’s gaze on him, studying him. For the first time in a long time, Cale found himself at a loss for words. He’d dreamed of this sort of recognition for a long time, but had long ago stopped hoping it would happen; now that it had, he had no idea what to say.

“I’m kind of glad someone finally knows,” he said eventually. The words felt grossly insufficient. “I’ve never been able to tell anyone.”

Sternkessel’s rings clicked briefly, and when he spoke again, something in his voice had softened. “I suppose this means you understand my position more than almost anyone else,” he said. “Is this why you reacted so strongly when you learned of the Abyssal?”

“And a thousand other reasons.” Cale smiled wryly. “Yes.”

Sternkessel seemed to ruminate on something, then slowly nodded to himself. He stood up and walked toward Cale. “If we are both isolated within the Great Realms,” he said, “then perhaps we could help one another. I would not mind lending you my strength in uncovering what happened to your people.”

Cale blinked. He wasn’t sure what he’d been expecting, but it wasn’t this. He thought it through for a moment, feeling an odd warmth at the idea that after all this time, there might be someone else to join him on the greater journey.

“Maybe,” he said. “I—Thank you. No one’s offered to help with this before. There’s a lot I still need to do on Utelia, but sometime far in the future, I think I’d like to take you up on that offer.” He offered a small smile. “And I’ll help you with your people in return, of course.”

To think he’d find someone able to understand. Utelia was full of surprises. Cale was looking forward to seeing what it might show him next.

For now, though… well, he wanted to see how that mana-suppressed little girl and the lizardfolk whose neck had been broken were doing. Plus he’d promised to tell Damien and the others how to deal with their magic, and it was past time for him to make good on that promise.

There was only a week left until the Red Hunters were here in force, after all.

And Cale had so many plans.
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“Maybe,” he said. “I—Thank you. No one’s offered to help with this before. There’s a lot I still need to do on Utelia, but sometime far in the future, I think I’d like to take you up on that offer.”

He offered a small smile. “And I’ll help you with your people in return, of course.”

To think he’d find someone able to understand. Utelia was full of surprises, and Cale was looking forward to seeing what it might show him next.

“Splendid.” Sternkessel returned his smile, something like quiet relief somehow visible in the rotation of his rings. “Now, while we wait for your friends to return, shall we have some tea? I have managed to acquire a rather exotic blend from the Forbidden Magic Spider Territory itself.”

“It cannot possibly be called that,” Cale said automatically, narrowing his eyes in suspicion. The professor just smirked at him, saying nothing, and Cale eventually let out a groan.

“Normally I’d refuse tea from the Forbidden Magic Spider Territory out of principle,” he grumbled. “Fine. But only because I want to see how you drink tea without a mouth!”

Sternkessel chuckled. “I’m sure you’ll find it quite enlightening,” he said, his tone almost teasing. Cale couldn’t quite figure out why, at least until the professor took his first sip of tea.

Cale immediately inhaled most of his own sip into his lungs and began sputtering. Sternkessel smirked again, then kept sipping delicately at his tea.

“Some things should be illegal,” Cale muttered, much to the professor’s amusement.

All that aside, though, the conversation that followed was nice. Cale had almost forgotten what it was like to speak with someone that knew—so often it felt like there was an invisible wall between him and even his closest friends. In fact, he was almost disappointed when Sternkessel indicated it was time for him to retrieve the rest of the students and end the class.

Not too disappointed, though. He could always find Sternkessel again later, and there was plenty more left to do. He wanted to see how that mana-suppressed little girl and the lizardfolk whose neck had been broken were doing, for example, and he’d promised to tell Damien and the others how to deal with their magic.

It was past time for him to make good on that promise. There was only a week left until the Red Hunters were here in force, after all.

And Cale had so many plans.





The main reason I’m not using this one is because the humor feels like it takes away from the more sentimental beat here, even if I like the joke itself. This probably did happen! During edits I’ll probably come back to look at this and see if I can combine the two, but for now the chapter is what I actually intended.

On to the rest of the author notes:
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Chapter 31 — Recovery


                Cale’s mind lingered on a few of Sternkessel’s questions, even after the professor brought back the rest of the class. The questions were nothing he hadn’t considered before—he’d asked about the possibility of there being a curse placed on humanity, among other things—but as much as the effect fit the profile of some sort of censorship curse, curses were always anchored on something. They had loopholes and workarounds.

Whatever this was didn’t, at least as far as he knew. Any information about humanity’s disappearance simply slipped past people entirely; the more Cale had tried to talk about it, the more whoever he was talking to would simply glaze over his words. Sternkessel was the first and only being he’d met within the Great Realms that could remember.

That might be enough to make a difference. The professor had promised to look into it in his own time, and Cale was grateful for the offer.

After that came the announcement of their final point totals. Cale’s team ended that expedition with a grand total of forty-eight points, including the bonus Sternkessel offered at the end of it all. Cale was pretty sure the number was completely arbitrary and he’d simply rounded up enough to give them a credit each, but he wasn’t complaining.

Threek had gotten a pretty hefty bonus too. They had been delighted.

Once Cale had exchanged the points for a few different Wing credits, he asked the others to lead him to the infirmary in the Vital Wing, at which point he finally got to witness what Leo and Damien had been so secretive about. Apparently one of the Astral Wing towers held what was, for lack of a better word, an immensely long slide.

The slide led to an empty room in the Vital Wing, because of course it did. Damien had never been able to go down it because he risked destabilizing the magic entirely if any decay mana leaked out, but he wanted to. Cale almost thought the poor dreadshade would explode if they left down the slide without him.

So of course he’d offered to cover him in a barrier for the duration of their Vital Wing visit. It wasn’t like it’d be a lot of effort for him.

Which led them to where they were now.

Cale decided rather quickly that he didn’t like the Vital Wing.

He hated infirmaries in general, largely because they were a stark reminder of the aftermath of the Planar Collapse. There had been a time where infirmaries like these were far less ubiquitous—they were needed for dealing with outbreaks of different types of dark magic or nasty magical plagues, and rarely a necessity otherwise. Healing and life spells had once been prolific and easy to come by, and so physical injuries just hadn’t really been something that the average person worried about. If they got injured, all they needed to do was visit a healer.

Now… well, the aftermath of the Collapse meant that even the most basic of healing spells qualified as fourth-tier magic. Cale was particularly familiar with what the healing line looked like, in fact. The first and most easily available spell was [Curative Wind], and all it did was boost the recovery time for an injury by about ten to thirty percent, depending on the caster’s aptitude.

If only he could learn a healing spell now. The Gift made it theoretically possible, so all he needed to do was pick up [Curative Wind] and try to cast it; the evolved spell would almost certainly let him help with that lizardfolk’s broken neck and all the other injuries in the infirmary besides.

The problem with that plan was that [Spell Intuitionist] only worked up to the second tier. Akkau had said something about how elemental resonance was necessary to learn higher-tier spells under the Gift’s framework, not to mention evolve them into something he had some amount of control over. That meant he’d need to pick up life resonance.

And Cale still hadn’t actually managed to attend a resonance class. He grumbled to himself at the thought. He wanted to know what resonance even meant! It seemed like it was something unique to Utelia, but all the professors had wanted to test him before enrolling him in a proper resonance class, and he didn’t have any classes left for the day. He didn’t even know if he’d met whichever professor taught life resonance yet.

Probably not, unless it was Imrys, and that didn’t seem likely. He tried to picture her in a nurse’s outfit and immediately snorted so hard he almost choked.

“Cale?” Damien rushed over to him, alarmed. Cale waved him off, coughing madly a few times.

“I’m fine,” he said. “I’m fine! Just had an involuntary thought. You don’t want to know what it was.”

“If you’re sure…” Damien seemed a little doubtful, but helped Cale straighten slowly.

“I’m sure,” Cale said. “Is the Vital Wing always like this?”

“Like what?” Leo looked at him, confused, and Cale just gestured around vaguely.

“You know,” he said. “White. Sterile. Smells like soap and magical disinfectant, which I hate, just for the record.”

“Why do you hate magical disinfectant?” Damien asked, confused.

“I hate the smell of magical disinfectant,” Cale corrected. “It smells much worse than regular disinfectant. Regular disinfectant itches, magical disinfectant makes me feel like I constantly need to sneeze.”

He wrinkled his nose. Even mentioning it made him want to sneeze, but try as he might, he couldn’t. He let out an aggravated sigh.

“Infirmary’s this way,” Flia said, ignoring Cale’s theatrics. She gestured for the three of them to follow. “Just so you know, Nala left your room and ran back to hers almost immediately after we left. Apparently something in the room tried to talk to her? I don’t know the details, but a few elves came by to ask what we did.”

She paused, then smirked slightly. “One of them also asked if we could do it again in the future.”

Damien let out an involuntary giggle at that, while Leo let out a sharp bark of laughter.

Cale just grinned. “And here I thought she was going to find a way into the labyrinth and force us to mount some kind of rescue mission.”

“Don’t even say that.” Flia groaned at the thought. “At this point I just want to get the day over with. We’ll go check on Izzik, Cale will give us the answers he promised—” At this she gave Cale a glare, as if she was daring him to change his mind. “—And then I’m going to go to bed and pass out for the next eighteen hours. I will drown anyone that tries to wake me up, I swear on the ei—seven infernal realms. Don’t even start, Cale.”

“I’ll throw them into Imrys’s labyrinth myself,” Leo muttered, scowling. He was in full agreement with Flia, apparently. Damien just glanced between his two friends, looking vaguely panicked.

Cale patted him on the head. “Don’t worry,” he assured him. “You don’t have to contribute to the violence. We know you’re a very good dreadshade.”

Damien let Cale pat him for a moment. “This feels condescending?” he questioned awkwardly, but made no effort to move away. If anything, he seemed comforted by it.

“I was being entirely sincere,” Cale said cheerfully. “But if you’re worried, I’ll help you set anyone who wakes you up on fire. Oh! Or I’ll get Alina to do it. I bet she’d love to set people on fire.”

Flia narrowed her eyes slightly. “Please don’t tell me you made friends with the lunch lady,” she said.

“I definitely made friends with the lunch lady,” Cale said cheerfully. “I mean, have you seen her? We did bench presses!”

“What does that me—” Damien started, only for Flia to clap a hand over his mouth.

“Don’t,” she said. “I don’t care what answer he gives, I’m pretty sure I’m going to hate it.”

Cale grinned happily. “You know me so well.”

 



 

Considering the sheer frequency of incidents at the Brightscale Academy—though Cale supposed he was something of a statistical anomaly all on his own—he had thought that the Vital Wing’s infirmary would be holding a lot more students. To his surprise, however, there weren’t that many people here.

He was also pretty sure one of the beds was occupied by a professor. Or maybe he was just a very old student that happened to like wearing lab coats? Cale had no idea. It wasn’t like ages within an academic year were consistent in a school like this one.

He also didn’t look particularly hurt. Cale wondered briefly if there were professors that just snuck off here to take naps.

Izzik was kept near the back of the infirmary, layered in several compounding seventh-tier healing wards. Cale had to take a moment to admire the spell formation—layering together this many healing spells took monumental skill, especially when they were above the sixth tier. A long time ago, this sort of setup might have been enough to instantly heal any student that entered their boundary.

It was a testament to how badly the Collapse had damaged the foundation of healing magic that all this could do now was sustain life and promote healing. It was still impressive magic, of course, but considering what he’d seen life magic capable of doing before…

Cale sighed.

“Cale?” Flia gave him a questioning look. “Are you okay?”

“Fine,” Cale lied. “Just admiring the magic that goes into these wards, that’s all. Did you know there’s an anti-bedsore charm in there? Plus a spell to prevent blood clots, one that promotes blood flow—which I’ve seen some older mages use in the bedroom, by the way—”

“Nevermind,” Flia said immediately, wrinkling her nose in disgust. “I’m sorry I asked.”

The way she looked at him, though, Cale thought she might have known he was avoiding the question. Honestly, the mages he chose to train were always too perceptive by half.

Which might have been his fault.

“How long do you think he’ll take to recover?” Damien asked worriedly. He stood outside the ward boundary, wringing his hands together beneath his cloak. Cale glanced at him, then at Izzik, who lay quietly in his bed and stared up at the ceiling.

“I don’t know,” he answered quietly.

An injury like Izzik’s… Well, the sort of healing magic he’d seen so far at the academy indicated that it would likely take days of recovery, then weeks of physical therapy. General healing magic was hard to get after the fourth tier—everything after that tended to be spells dedicated to promoting or preventing specific outcomes.

Like the ward concentrated around Izzik’s neck dedicated entirely to preventing any bone fragments from further damaging his cervical nerves, for instance. Or the one meant to guide those same fragments back to his vertebrae to be fused back into place. A dozen tiny spells like that, some more complex than others, each promoting recovery, and still it wouldn’t be enough; healing would be a complicated, long-term process.

“Maybe I can pick up life resonance in the next few days,” Cale muttered to himself. That was probably doable, right? All he needed to do was figure out how resonance worked, then work on life resonance until he managed to learn [Curative Wind]. Then, when he tried to cast it, the Gift could take over and he’d have something that could instantly heal someone.

Probably.

There was about an equal chance he would just make some sort of hurricane spell.

“Are you here to see Izzik?” A nearby nurse hurried over to them, looking frazzled and out-of-sorts; Cale had no idea why, considering how empty the infirmary seemed. Maybe one of the other patients was a more complex case than he’d realized. “We can’t allow more than one person to enter the healing wards. They aren’t stable enough.”

“That’s alright, I think?” Cale said, glancing at the others. They all slowly shook their heads. They were worried about Izzik, sure, but none of them knew him personally.

To be fair, neither did Cale. He just wanted to make sure the lizardfolk was alright and had some questions for him. One of which was a rather important one, although he hadn’t realized it until now.

Sound and smell slipped away as he entered the bubble of the outermost ward. His skin prickled in response, even underneath his barriers. He’d never had cause to tune them against healing, after all. He approached Izzik’s bedside quietly, noting with some surprise that the lizardfolk was, in fact, awake.

Immobilizing wards prevented him from moving his neck, but his gaze flickered over to Cale and immediately became fraught with worry. Cale said nothing for a long moment, instead taking a moment to examine Izzik’s prone form.

The pillow beneath his head was damp. His arms were scarred from what looked like magical damage—the type of scarring one might get from constant, intensive duelling without the proper protections in place.

More importantly, it didn’t look like anyone else had visited. No trace of mana, no indentations in the bed. The leather on the nearby seat had no telltale imprint.

“Why are you here?” Izzik eventually asked. His voice was hoarse, and he couldn’t quite open his mouth to speak properly. Instead, an interpretative ward caught his attempts to speak and turned it into a facsimile of sound. He stared straight up at the ceiling, unwilling to look at Cale.

There was an unspoken question there. Why did you help me?

“You tried to heal her, didn’t you?” Cale said. He sat himself in the nearby chair. “You gave her a healing potion. Did you know about the lifelink, or did you just think you were doing the right thing?”

Izzik laughed, though it came out as more of a wheeze. Three wards flashed to life as he did, preventing him from moving too much. “I don’t know what I was thinking,” he admitted after a moment. “I just… I didn’t want to be like them anymore. Didn’t want to be like her. So I did the opposite of what I thought she would do. That was probably pretty stupid, huh?”

Cale shrugged. “Some people would call that stupid, yes,” he said. “Your circumstances are completely different. Killing her or letting her die doesn’t make you anything like her. Choosing to join the Red Hunters in the first place? That did. And saving her would have just given her the chance to keep hurting others.”

Izzik closed his eyes, and another tear fell down his face and onto his pillow. “I know,” he whispered, his voice hollow.

“But you still saved a dozen lives by doing that,” Cale continued. “Probably more. So who cares if it was stupid?”

He stood, then, so Izzik could more easily look him in the eyes as he opened them again. Their eyes met. “You wanna know what I think?”

A long silence. “What?” Izzik asked slowly.

“I think the world could do with a few more idiots, sometimes,” Cale said, grinning slightly. “Be a little stupid. Who cares? Do what you think is right. Live your truth! No one else is going to do it for you. And yeah, sometimes people need to die, but you don’t have to be the one to do it.”

He winked, but there was something heavy in his voice. “That’s my job. You just need to know when to run.”

 



 

Izzik wanted to let out an incredulous laugh. He couldn’t, because if he did another dozen wards would flash to life and hold him down, but he wanted to. Who was this human, saying such ridiculous things with so much confidence?

And yet… it didn’t feel like he was lying.

Izzik couldn’t get that memory out of his mind. He’d replayed it over and over in his head. That monstrous amount of mana that had flooded into the world, the feeling of raw, consuming fury that had accompanied it. The look on Cale’s face as he recognized what had happened and came for Sneaks-In-Darkness like he was Death itself.

“Who are you?” Izzik asked. The question came out more plaintive than he wanted it to.

Cale snorted. “Would you believe me if I said I’m a mage that really wants to learn baking spells?”

Izzik couldn’t quite turn his head to stare at Cale, so he settled for staring vaguely in that direction. “You’re messing with me.”

“Maybe a bit.” Cale grinned down at him. “But it’s the truth. You wouldn’t happen to know any baking spells, would you?”

“…Just one.” He’d learned it on impulse, but it wasn’t like he could demonstrate it right that moment, and all it did was make sure that bread came out with the perfect crust. His friends had made fun of him for it.

Cale still brightened like he’d told him he knew the secret to magic itself. “You’ll have to show me sometime,” he said. “Please?”

Izzik felt the urge to laugh again, and forced himself to stop. “I think I owe you a lot more than showing you a spell,” he muttered. “So… sure.”

There was something still bugging him. Izzik hesitated, then decided to go for it. He was afraid of Cale, he could acknowledge that, but he was also tired of giving in to his fear. It was fear that had led him so far down this path—fear of what wild mages could do, fear of what they had done. It was fear that had blinded him to everything the Red Hunters were.

“Why are you really here?” he asked. “It can’t just be to check on me.”

Cale’s expression settled a bit, some of the cheer fading away. “Not the only reason, no, although I did want to check on you,” he agreed. “I have two questions for you. What made you join the Red Hunters?”

Something in Cale’s voice seemed to tighten. “And where did you get that healing potion?”

Izzik would have winced if he’d been capable. He squeezed his eyes shut against the tears that threatened to well again. Part of him didn’t really want to part with those answers, afraid that this mage—this man that might be a literal god—might judge him unworthy.

But maybe it was time for judgement.

Izzik kept his eyes shut, but he told him everything, beginning from the Aspect Cascade that had consumed his home and family, leading to his meeting with Durak of the Crimson Sea, and finally his biggest secret of all. The only one, in fact, that he thought he could be proud of.

The project he’d been working on with Aldur of the Golden Sands before his father’s untimely death, composed of a dozen ingredients sourced from all over the Illwyld continent, all to make a healing potion that worked.

 



 

Cale made a mental note to talk to Sternkessel about the Aspect Cascade at some point, because it seemed like the exact kind of thing that would be up the professor’s alley. It also seemed like the exact kind of thing he might be able to do something about. He wasn’t going to make any promises about it yet, but magical storms were always interesting, so it wasn’t like he was going to just ignore it. He’d even spent a couple of his lives storm-chasing.

The magical storms specifically, of course.

Then the lizardfolk began talking about healing potions, and well… Cale had thought there was something strange about that potion, back when he’d seen it. That Izzik had apparently used the only one he’d ever made on Sneaks-In-Darkness of all people filled him with a restless sort of frustration, but he locked that down as best he could; he was pretty sure if Izzik noticed the poor lizard would pass out again.

Part of him did feel a little guilty for prying so many answers out of him while he was hurt, but Izzik seemed almost like he desperately needed someone to hear his story. Once he got going, he didn’t stop—he told Cale every little detail he could think of. Frankly, a number of them made Cale tempted to stalk off to the Red Hunters and tear them apart. Slowly.

He might have done it, too, if there weren’t a dozen compounding factors to think about; the bloodrot bomb, the fact that they were a large enough group of mages that they could route him…

Bah.

Thankfully, Izzik’s halting explanation about the healing potion had quickly distracted him, frustrations aside.

Most healing potions formulated post-Collapse were mere mimicries of the real things. They were, essentially, little more than magical shots of adrenaline accompanied by minor stasis charms that could hold a mage together for longer than they otherwise might have lived. They could keep those mages alive long enough to get them to healers, certainly, but by and large they did very little actual healing.

Izzik’s potion had, though. Cale hadn’t been entirely sure at the time, in large part because he’d assumed that Sneaks-In-Darkness had healed as a result of her [Myzonir’s Ritual of Rebirth] tattoos, but the more he’d thought about it and re-examined the mana signatures he’d felt at the time, the more sure he was.

That healing potion Izzik had so casually tossed aside had been real.

“I hate to ask again,” Flia said. “But are you okay? And do not give me any ‘fun facts’ about what old mages do in the bedroom.”

Cale snorted. “I’m just fine,” he said. “Let’s get back to the dorms. I owe you three some answers.”

He’d wanted to visit that little girl who had been caught up in the summoning, too, but she was still asleep; apparently, the damage those suppressors had done to her core had been severe. She’d be good to talk in about a week, apparently, which was… a long time. But at least she was safe.

“Damn straight,” Flia muttered. Damien shot Cale a slightly worried look, as he’d started to do every time he thought Cale was hiding something. Leo had picked out a book from his bag and was now buried halfway in it, so he wasn’t really even paying attention.

Cale’s thoughts were elsewhere.

The reason healing spells were so badly broken in the aftermath of the Collapse was because of the Third Monolith, the Source of Vitality.

He was—had been—the Law of Life. He alone upheld an entire corner of the multiverse. He was the source of all vital magic, and he had been perhaps one of the closest constants Cale had.

It was his death that made Cale decide that enough was enough. That had driven him to eventually earn the name Yggdrasil’s End.

Cale had never been able to find his body. Neither had the Leviathan, though she had searched and searched.

But if Izzik had been able to make working healing potions here, of all places… then this had to be where his corpse had landed.

Part of him ached to have that old wound torn open again, but another part was glad for the closure. He’d almost given up on ever finding Vital’s corpse to give it his respects, and if what Izzik had said was true, then it seemed that even in death he had found a way to continue to promote life.

He was in no big rush to go see him. He’d waited for long enough that a bit more of a wait wouldn’t hurt, and he had plenty of other things left to learn in the Brightscale Academy.

But Cale was glad to know he was here.
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Chapter 32 — Secrets and Sorcery, Pt 1


                When they arrived back at the dorm, Cale was almost immediately drawn to the labyrinth door that was now mysteriously affixed to the back of his room. “Ooh,” he said immediately, impressed. “So that’s the door.”

It looked identical to the one they’d seen in the labyrinth, so it wasn’t the door itself that impressed him so much as the feat of magic it had likely taken to get it there. To do this, Professor Imrys would have had to take a magical spatial anomaly and then somehow convince the academy that it was a part of it; not only that, she would have had to control where it manifested, ensure it was properly warded so that random students didn’t wander in, and then layer another ward on top of it so that the labyrinth’s creatures wouldn’t get out.

That was frankly a ridiculous feat to pull off, especially at a distance. Manifested phenomena like these weren’t easy to manipulate, even under ideal conditions; in fact, for most mages, it was outright impossible. Imrys managing it suggested she was either a tier of mage several steps above what Cale had initially assumed or—he figured this was far more likely, at least in her case—that she had access to some truly special artifacts.

Dang. And here he’d been hoping to avoid her questioning. There was probably no avoiding it now if he wanted to know how she’d done this, and he was willing to bet that she’d known that full well when she let him go.

He grumbled to himself, drawing confused looks from the other students. The idea of getting any kind of access to her probably-esoteric artifact vault was too tempting for him to just avoid her. Think of all the things he might learn, all the artifacts he might find!

…That would be a task for tomorrow, though. Cale’s Thread of Fate meant he was more or less used to his days being rather eventful, but today had been pushing it, even for him. It was rare that he found himself looking forward to a good night’s rest, but, well, here he was.

For now, he brushed his fingers experimentally over the labyrinth door, more to see what would happen than anything else. The ward over it reacted to his touch by flickering to life, drawing mana into a glowing, flickering spiral; it spun around his fingers for a moment, then scattered into twelve distinct runes, turned green, and faded back into the wood.

An enchantment meant to read his mana signature without overloading on it? Clever. It didn’t try to read the whole signature, just sampled for particularly esoteric aspects that wouldn’t be present in anyone except a true prismatic’s core.

The door unlocked with a distinct click. Without any further prompting, it swung open with a groan. Cale eyed the passage behind it with a slight raise of his brow.

It looked like the shadeling corridor they’d encountered in the labyrinth before. It did not, however, feel like the shadeling corridor. His mana sense reacted to it the way it did to the Inverted Spires, albeit to a lesser extent—there was that distinct feeling of oil again, like an aftertaste gone bad.

This time, he recognized the feeling. He’d gotten the exact same feeling back when he first explored the Karmian Well. That meant that the labyrinth had changed somehow, either at Imrys’s hand or simply because they’d destroyed the Labyrinth Seed. Fascinating.

Cale thought about the implications of all this for a moment, then promptly took a step back and slammed the door shut. “Nope!” he announced cheerfully.

Everyone stared at him, and Flia was the first to speak. “What do you mean, nope? Is there something wrong with it?”

“Not really,” Cale said carefully, because it wasn’t exactly a lie. “If anything, it’s a delightful mystery. I just meant that we’re not doing that right now. Unless any of us want to get caught up in another hour-long adventure?”

Flia, Damien, and Leo all quickly shook their heads. Cale clapped once and grinned. “Good! It’s settled then. Labyrinth shenanigans tomorrow, pending Leo’s approval.”

“Wha—why me?” Leo protested, looking startled at being called out.

“Because you’re the one most affected by this,” Cale pointed out. “Imrys put this here knowing you wouldn’t like it. I mean, she might not have done it on purpose, since she had no way of knowing you’d come to our room, but she did know you were friends with Damien.”

He paused. “Point is, we’re not going in there until you’re comfortable with it,” he said. “I think it’d help you, personally. But we’ll get to that later, and I’m not here to force any of you to do anything.”

“Just to very strongly point us in the right direction?” Flia asked, sarcastic.

Cale grinned at her. “Exactly!” he said cheerfully. “I’m glad we all agree my direction is the right one.”

“That’s not what I—”

“Anyway,” Cale continued, barely even flinching at Flia’s exasperated glare. “I figure we wait for Syphus now. If I’m going to tell you all who I am, I don’t want to have to keep doing it. You said it should be finishing up class?”

“I think so?” Damien hesitated. “Um. It said it would be done soon, yes. It… it should be on its way now.”

“Then we won’t have to wait long,” Cale said easily. He wandered over to the window right by his bed and peered out of it with interest; he hadn’t paid much attention before, but the view from up here was great. He could see both the Starfire Desert and the Petrified Sea from here.

Interestingly enough, the boundary of the two was full of what looked like petrified stone trees that had been half-transformed into crystalline sand. Cale supposed the storms Sternkessel had mentioned intruded a bit into the Sea. Maybe the boundary was decided by two magical storms fighting for dominance?

That sounded cool. He hoped he’d get to see that at some point.

Utelia’s sun was finally beginning to set, too. Its light cast the evening rays through prismatic glass, scattering multicolored light in a circular pattern across the center of their room. He turned to admire the design it set on the ground for a moment, made a quick note of it, then turned back to stare up at the sky.

He did this for long enough that Damien eventually noticed he hadn’t blinked for several minutes.

“Um…” the dreadshade said. “What are you looking at?”

“I’m trying to find the moon,” Cale said.

Damien blinked, evidently thrown off by that answer. “Why?”

“Because you learn a lot about a world based on how messed up its moon is,” he explained vaguely. “Or how messed up its moons are, in the cases where it has more than one. It’s a Rule. You didn’t know that?”

“No?” Damien looked confused. “Was… was I supposed to?”

“I guess it’s not very important unless you’re traveling the Great Realms.” Cale shrugged and pressed his face against the glass, squinting. “It’s pretty simple, really. If the moon’s just a bunch of blown-up fragments, there’s probably a major divinity level mage somewhere in the world, or a monster of equivalent power. If there’s a giant crater in it? Moon’s probably haunted. If there are glowing cracks in the moon, it’s either an egg, or it’s haunted. Big ritual circle carved into the moon? Definitely haunted.”

“Um,” Damien said. “Are… are haunted moons a common problem?”

“Oh, yes,” Cale said. “Like you wouldn’t believe. It’s not really a problem unless you have to visit the moon for some reason, though, in which case I recommend bringing a lot of salt.”

“I will… try to remember that?” Damien said the words as more of a question, glancing between Flia and Leo as he did so. Flia had taken over Cale’s bed and had her face buried in his pillow—quite literally inside it—and Leo was busy taking notes.

“You should,” Cale agreed. “Really, though, most moon types aren’t that much of a problem. The real danger is if the moon is alive in some way. Not secretly-an-egg alive, either. If you see a moon with a face, you should probably run. Usually means the world’s about to end horribly. A face on the moon is never a good sign, let me tell you. Especially if it’s smiling.”

There was a long silence where everyone turned to stare at Cale. Cale cocked his head, blinking a few times. “What?” he asked. “Was it the part about the salt? That’s just how you fight ghosts.”

“No?” Damien said. “It’s just that, um…”

He pointed out of the window, where the moon—moons—were finally visible in the sky. Cale turned to stare up at them.

“Oh,” he said intelligently.

There were definitely shattered fragments of a moon up there. There was also a moon with a giant glowing green chasm that split it right down the middle, making it look almost like an eye.

The third moon was definitely a face, and it was definitely grinning.

“And no one thought that was ominous?” Cale demanded, turning to look at the others.

Leo huffed. “We grew up with it,” he said defensively. “And the world hasn’t ended yet.”

“That you know of!” Cale rubbed the bridge of his nose and sighed, then turned to the moon and scowled at it authoritatively. “You. Stop smiling.”

“I don’t think the moon can hear you?” Damien squeaked.

“Don’t talk to it,” Flia hissed, grabbing him and pulling him back. “You’ll get us all cursed! Again! I don’t need a second curse, thank you very much.”

“Guys?” Leo said. He sounded a little faint. “The moon, uh… the moon stopped smiling.”

Flia and Damien’s gazes both shot up to the window, where the third moon of Utelia had indeed stopped smiling and was instead now staring straight ahead, lips pressed into a thin line. It even looked a bit like it was trembling.

All three students turned as one to stare at Cale, who was busy dusting off his shirt.

“What?” Cale said. “I bought you a few centuries. You’re welcome.”

“I… I don’t even…” Flia muttered.

Leo let out a heavy sigh and sat down on Damien’s bed so heavily that the monster hiding beneath squawked with anger. “I give up,” he muttered. “I’m just going to wait until Syphus is here so we can get some kind of explanation.”

“Why in the seven infernal realms did Akkau put you in my room?” Damien asked, his tone almost desperate. Cale patted him on the head.

“No idea!” he said cheerfully. “But I didn’t think your moons were going to be this interesting. I don’t think I’ve ever seen those three all at once. No wonder Utelia’s got so much to offer.”

He paused. “Also, I think Syphus is about to arrive,” he added, cocking his head toward the door. He got up to pull it open right before the golem knocked, to its surprise, and then he grinned at the four students now in the room.

“I don’t explain myself very often, you know,” he said. “Consider yourselves lucky. Usually I like to play the mysterious, wandering mage. With a box.”

“I don’t see a box,” Damien said, confused.

“I haven’t found a box yet,” Cale said vaguely. “But I always find a box. Boxes are very useful tools, you know.”

Flia looked skeptical. “Are they?”

Cale nodded, keeping his face perfectly straight. “You’ll understand once you’re a thousand years old,” he said. “Probably. I never counted.”

There was a long silence, so Cale moved on before anyone could ask him any more questions about boxes. “Anyway! After that we’ll talk about how you can master your respective cores so you can cast Standard Array spells. Don’t get me wrong, the Red Hunter philosophy is bullshit, but… we all want to cast those Standard Array spells, right?”

Everyone nodded slowly. Cale smiled brightly.

“Alright then,” he said. “My name is Cale Cadwell Cobbs, and every time I die, I reincarnate in another one of the Great Realms, usually with a bunch more mana. That’s it. Anyone have any questions?”

 



 

Damien found, much to his own surprise, that his first reaction to Cale’s explanation was less one of shock and more one of relief. Mostly because his imagination had started going to some truly terrifying places. That stunt with the moon—which Damien still refused to think about in too much detail—had started to make him wonder if Cale was actually some sort of entity from the Outer Planes themselves, slowly driving them to madness.

Compared to that, the idea that he was a reincarnator that reappeared in a different realm every time he died was a lot less worrying. Not that Damien didn’t have some concerns, though Cale was quick to wave off the first question everyone had.

“Actually, before anyone asks,” he said. “No, I haven’t seen any other reincarnators, I don’t know why I’m stuck in this cycle, and I’m not answering any questions about what happens to people’s souls when they die.”

Leo deflated a bit. Flia, on the other hand, was still practically bursting with questions.

“Are you telling us you just get reborn in a different realm every time you die?” Flia demanded. “And you remember everything?”

“It’s rather disconcerting, I assure you,” Cale said dryly.

“But what happens?” she asked. “Do you have parents? Do you just, what, burst out of a tree?”

“Why would I burst out of a tree?” Cale asked blankly. “I usually show up in a wicker basket delivered by a stork, thank you very much.”

Flia paused for a moment. “Are you… lying… about that?” she asked suspiciously.

Cale beamed and said nothing.

Damien, meanwhile, was mostly ruminating on what that must have been like for Cale. The idea was almost overwhelming for him—he had a hard enough time adjusting to life at the Brightscale Academy. Doing that again with every life, adjusting to new people and new cultures, across different realms? It sounded exciting, but he couldn’t imagine going through it himself.

It did explain everything strange about Cale Cadwell Cobbs, though.

In retrospect, it wasn’t like Cale had tried to hide any of it. He’d been open about the fact that he’d been to other realms from the very beginning. That meant he’d encountered dreadshades in those other realms, too. The Sheriya he’d mentioned, for instance, who had created new spells by partially attuning her decay aspect—she must have been from one of those other realms.

And that knowledge felt… strange.

Most species were commonplace across the Great Realms; they knew that just because of the records they’d found in dungeons. Certain things kept recurring in patterns—species, some basic aspects of culture, language. The running theory was that mana itself influenced the development of civilization and vice versa, making it far easier for similar cultures and species to develop across the realms.

Dreadshades were something of an exception. Records of them were few and far between, and every record that had been found so far indicated there were never more than two dreadshades in any given realm. It was part of the reason he’d given up on finding other methods to manage his power.

The other part was the memory-lock in his head. Damien winced a little—even thinking about it made his head throb—and as he did, Cale looked over at him. There was something in his eyes that told Damien he might know whatever was behind that memory-lock.

“…So,” Cale said. “Now that that’s all settled—”

Had it all been settled? Damien had no idea. He’d stopped paying attention for a bit.

“We should start talking about how each of you is going to work on your magic,” he said. “Damien’s up first. Damien?”

Damien blinked, then stepped forward, more out of habit than anything else. He stood there awkwardly for a moment, unsure what to do.

“Question for the class,” Cale said. “What’s a mana aspect?”

That took him a moment. “The magical embodiment of a concept?”

“Close!” Cale grinned. “I mean, that’s most of it, yes, but it’s not the whole picture. Think about Leo’s labyrinth aspect, for example—what does it mean to have a labyrinth aspect? What would a hypothetical [Labyrinth Bolt] do?”

Leo frowned slightly, not entirely happy with being used as an example but willing to go along with it. “Mana aspects exist at different levels of abstraction,” he said. “Higher levels of abstraction tend to be more specific. Labyrinth mana embodies the ideas of navigation, redirection, entrapment; you could make a [Labyrinth Bolt] variant out of any of those, but the strongest spellforms would embody the concept fully.”

“Good,” Cale said approvingly. “Higher levels of abstraction also tend to be harder to attune, because they embody so many other concepts within them. That’s not the problem Damien has, though.”

Damien winced slightly. He’d been afraid of that. “What… um, what do you mean?”

“I mean that decay mana isn’t really a high-abstraction aspect.” Cale tapped the side of his nose knowingly. “It’s not a low-abstraction aspect, either. You probably know this already—decay is one of the primordial aspects. That’s the reason it can’t be fully attuned.”

“R-right.” Damien hoped Cale wasn’t about to tell him he would never be able to heal.

“So,” Cale said. “How much do you know about decay?”

Damien blinked at him, thrown slightly off-balance by the question. “It… decays things?” he offered, wincing as he spoke. That wasn’t a good answer. “It makes them rot.”

“Sure, but what does decay represent?” Cale asked, leaning forward. “A primordial aspect represents a fundamental force. Decay is a lot more than just organic decay. When you do a partial attunement, you’re reaching into one of the mechanisms that allow the Great Realms to run the way they do.

“You’ve spent most of your life thinking of decay as something destructive.” Cale’s voice became a little more gentle. “But it’s much more than that. Even when it’s rot, decay plays into the life cycle of every ecosystem. What would happen to a realm without decay, do you think?”

“It would be overwhelmed,” Damien said quietly.

Cale nodded, then gave him a pat on the shoulder, where he was still wearing his Manamorphic Cloak. “You’re afraid of your aspect,” he said. “I understand why. But attunement relies on understanding, and if you don’t fully understand your aspect, it’s going to be very, very hard to attune it to anything else. Now, all that said…” Cale beamed. “Mind if I use a spell on your cloak?”

Damien blinked. “Um—a spell?” All of Cale’s spells seemed incredibly destructive, so that seemed like a bad idea.

“[Identify Artifact],” Cale clarified. “I want to figure out the nuances of how the artifact works and see if there’s a way for me to make it work with your needs.”

“You’re sure you won’t destroy it?” Damien asked tentatively. [Identify Artifact] seemed harmless enough, but he’d also seen what Cale had managed to do with [Decay Bite], and he wasn’t sure he was going to get that memory out of his head anytime soon.

“Mostly!” Cale paused. “I’ll get you another one if I break it?”

“…Sure.” As much as he hated to admit it, he wasn’t making as much progress with the Manamorphic Cloak as he might have hoped. He couldn’t help feeling nervous as he slipped it off his shoulders and handed it to Cale, though.

Akkau probably wouldn’t be happy if Cale destroyed it.

“This should only take a moment,” Cale said. He waved a hand over the cloak—

—there was a moment where Damien once again felt Cale bringing an incredible, dizzying force of mana to bear, though it lasted for only a second—

—and then suddenly the Manamorphic Cloak was shimmering. Damien stared, wide-eyed, at the clear sense of power it gave off.

“Weird one,” Cale said, squinting at whatever message the Gift had sent him. “Something called [Awaken Artifact]. Comes with a lot of limitations, apparently? But it’s tier twelve—”

Tier what.

“—and it lets me tune and awaken an artifact, allowing it to be used for spellcasting.” Cale grinned. “Can’t use it too often, and I probably shouldn’t let Imrys know I have this, but this is cool. Wanna know what your new artifact does?”

Damien felt a bit mortified, in large part because he didn’t know if he deserved something this valuable. An awakened artifact that could cast spells? If this got out to anyone else in the academy, he couldn’t imagine what they might do to have it. Even Flia and Leo looked a bit jealous.

The other reason he felt a bit mortified was because he was actually kind of excited. He nodded slowly, and Cale fastened the cloak back over his shoulders in a grand, sweeping gesture.

“The good news is, this thing was amazing even before I awakened it,” Cale said. “Akkau really pulled out all the stops for you. Attunement artifacts are rare, and ones that don’t come with like thirty side effects are even rarer. This one didn’t have any, so awakening it doesn’t worsen them.

“When I awakened it, I gave it the ability to capture different aspects of mana.” Cale was wearing a self-satisfied grin. “It’s still going to help you attune, but now that’s just the first step. The next step is its ability to split any mana you partially attune into decay mana and your attuned mana. It’s going to store that separated mana for you and work as a sort of battery pack, which will let you cast both Standard Array and partial attunement spells when needed.

“Of course, you’re going to need to bond with it.” Cale gave Damien a slight nudge, and Damien jumped, mostly because he was still busy trying to process everything the cloak could now do. “Awakened artifacts get stronger the more they bond with their owners. You’re also going to need to achieve a high base level of partial attunement before it’s able to capture enough of your mana, but the good news is that once you’ve bonded enough, it’ll handle any mana leakage problems you have. Better yet—” He leaned in to whisper. “It’ll work at a distance, so you don’t have to worry about people stealing it.”

Damien stared at Cale, wide-eyed. He had no idea what to say. This was the sort of artifact that was legendary. Cale had just… what, made this thing in a few seconds? How did he even begin to thank him?

“You do still need to understand and accept decay mana to attune it enough for the cloak,” Cale said, giving him a faux-severe stare. “Understand?”

Damien swallowed a bit. “R-right,” he said. “I need to… understand and accept decay mana. I can, um… I can try to do that.”

Easier said than done, though. He’d seen what decay mana was capable of, and while he knew he wanted to try, he wasn’t sure if he could ever accept—

“Remember,” Cale said, and his tone became a bit more gentle. “Decay is more than death.”

Damien paused, then nodded tightly. Something about those words resonated with him. His mana had helped save that Abyssal in the Inverted Spires, hadn’t it? He didn’t need to let his past define him.

“Decay is more than death,” Damien repeated, mostly to himself. He tugged the cloak tighter around his shoulders, focusing inward on the flow of decay, and tried a small attunement to fire.

And it felt, in just the smallest way, like his mana was moving with him rather than against him. It was the first time he’d ever felt that during an attunement. He glanced up, heart beating rapidly, but Cale was muttering to himself, a slight frown on his face.

“Funny thing is, I thought the Collapse meant artifacts couldn’t be awakened anymore,” he said, brow furrowed. Damien looked helplessly at the others—were they supposed to hear this? What was a Collapse? “Something’s weird about Utelia. I don’t get it.”

Then, as if nothing happened, he turned his attention to Leo.

“Anyway,” Cale said. He grinned in that very Cale sort of way, bordering on manic intensity. “Leo. How do you feel about building a second mana core?”

Leo blinked. “…What.”
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Chapter 33 — Secrets and Sorcery, Pt 2


                Leo wasn’t really sure what he was expecting, but it wasn’t this. Everything Cale had said about attuning made sense. It explained why he was having so much difficulty trying to shift the base aspect of his mana core, and even before Cale said anything, it told him in no uncertain terms that his approach had been flawed. In rejecting his core aspect, he was making it even more difficult to attune it to anything else, and while there were records of that sort of permanent reattunement working…

Well, there was a reason all of those records had taken each mage decades. Leo had thought, perhaps rather foolishly, that he was willing to give up those decades if it meant he could be among his family and village once more.

He was a little less certain now, and not only because of everything he’d been through today. As much as Cale had tried to wave off the effects of his very, very long life, even Leo could see the way it wore on him. And minotaurs didn’t live nearly as long—he couldn’t simply waste decades of his life and… what, come back to live in a changed village, with no one left that he knew?

A second core, though? That was Cale’s solution? Leo didn’t know if he wanted to laugh incredulously or punch him.

Probably the former. Punching Cale seemed… ill-advised.

Cale was still beaming at him with that ever-present smile, so Leo forced himself to speak again. “What do you mean, building a second mana core?” he asked. It came out a little more desperate than he’d intended. “Can’t I just—I don’t know—get my hands on something like Damien’s cloak? You could awaken a different artifact!”

At those words, Damien flinched slightly. Leo grimaced. He hadn’t intended to bring that up, but the words had slipped out. It seemed like such a convenient solution.

“Nope,” Cale said dismissively. “That cloak works well for Damien because his base aspect can’t be fully attuned to a different aspect. It’s a bit like water and oil—you can separate the oil pretty easily. Trying to do that with your mana would be like trying to separate water and… I don’t know, milk? It’s a lot harder, is my point. That cloak wouldn’t be able to do it.”

There went that idea. “There has to be something else,” Leo argued. “Maybe in Orstrahl’s vault. There’s an artifact for practically everything. We have the credits, we could—”

“—Leo.” Cale interrupted him, his expression turning into something a little more severe, and Leo felt his stomach drop in response. “Why don’t you want to make a second core?”

“It’s not a matter of whether I want to do it or not,” Leo said, flustered. “Second cores are what archmages do. I can’t just make one. I’m barely a novice! A second mana core is—it’s the step between archmage and minor divinity!”

“Well, yeah.” Cale’s brows drew together, as if puzzled. “I’m teaching you. It’s not like any of you are going to stop at archmage.”

The room fell dead silent. Cale glanced around at the four of them, raising an eyebrow slightly.

“…Unless any of you don’t want to be an apprentice?” he asked suddenly. “I don’t think I ever asked any of you properly.”

“I’m pretty sure if any of us said no to that we’d regret it for the rest of our lives.” Flia was the first to speak, her tone dry.

“Do you… normally go around picking up apprentices like this?” Damien asked quietly.

Something indiscernible crossed Cale’s expression. “I used to,” he said.

He didn’t elaborate, even in the silence that followed.

Leo broke the silence this time, somewhat awkwardly. “You really think I can build a second core?” he asked. “How long… how long would it take?”

Cale eyed him up and down, then nodded to himself. “Two months,” he said. Leo tried not to flinch again. Two months?! Becoming an archmage was itself a task that took decades, it wasn’t something that could just be done in a month or two—

“Two months to get the second core started and working well enough you won’t need to worry about leaking labyrinth mana,” Cale clarified. “It’ll take you longer to become a full archmage, probably. Hard to say. Maybe a year or two before you’re ready to step into minor divinity?”

“Let’s just stick to the archmage thing.” Leo exhaled, pulling off his glasses to rub at his eyes. He was starting to wonder if he was dreaming. “I have enough trouble with that.”

“Sounds good to me,” Cale said cheerfully. “Like I said, you need a second core. You can get started on that without getting all the way to archmage, but you do need to be fully synchronized with your labyrinth core first, and we have a rather convenient labyrinth available whenever you wish to do so.”

His tone gentled a bit. “Though I know that might be hard for you,” he said. “That’s why I said we’ll do the labyrinth when you’re ready. It’s your choice, alright?”

Leo felt his shoulders relax slightly at that reassurance. He couldn’t remember when he’d tensed up, but apparently he had. “Right,” he said, exhaling. “I’ll do my best. It… it might take me a day or two. I’m sorry.”

Cale shrugged, giving him a sympathetic pat on the shoulder. “I’m the one throwing you into the deep end,” he said. “But your original plan is a lot riskier, especially since there’s no guarantee you won’t experience an aspect rebound. You’d never really be safe if you went with that.”

“I… I know,” Leo mumbled. It had been a nice thought, though. The idea that he could have a normal core had appealed to him.

“Mind you, I have no idea why Asterion would do something like this,” Cale muttered, mostly to himself. “Doesn’t seem like him.”

Leo felt his skin prickle at that. Had Cale actually met and spoken to Asterion before? It seemed possible, now that he knew his background, and that meant…

No. It meant nothing. What was Leo going to do, find and kill a named mythology? He didn’t even know if it would free his people from the Impetus.

“Once you get a second core, the goal will be to use it as your primary core,” Cale explained, though there was something in his eyes that made Leo wonder if he knew what he was thinking. “You’ll feed your labyrinth mana into it so that any mana you leak will be from the new core. Essentially, you’ll be automating the attunement process. Any questions?”

Leo had so many questions, but his mouth was dry, and nothing was coming out. He shook his head.

“Good,” Cale said. He gave Leo a friendly grin. “I suggest you start thinking about what you want as a second mana aspect, because it’s going to shape who you are as a mage.”

Right. He would have to think about that. Leo couldn’t remember the last time he’d given serious thought as to what he wanted his base aspect to be. Fire, maybe? Fire was one of the more common, notoriously easy to attune aspects. Fire would be nice.

Fire also felt like it wouldn’t be enough against anything they’d faced today. He didn’t want anything too esoteric—the tradeoff with attunement just meant he’d be locked into a different set of spells—but maybe if he could find something that was just on the edge of that, something with both offensive and defensive potential without sacrificing too much in the way of utility…

Before he realized it, he’d pulled out a set of notebooks and begun muttering to himself, cross-referencing them and muttering to himself.

Cale grinned. “Looks like Leo’s taking it seriously,” he said cheerfully. “Your turn, Flia.”

 



 

Flia felt, in spite of herself, kind of nervous when Cale turned his attention to her. She still didn’t know what to think about what happened in the Inverted Spires—the idea that she’d just been wrong about her mana aspect this entire time was…

Not just her, but her family. Her people. Water elementals were known for their kindness and their ability to heal. Their presence alone could end droughts and famines, and as such they were a symbol of luck and good fortune in cultures all across Utelia. All across the Great Realms, really, if the records found within dungeons were any indication.

Flia had been different from the moment of her birth.

Variant elementals had been born before. Most of the time, it wasn’t anything remarkable. A tempest elemental could control the winds and storms, ocean elementals handled more large-scale magic like the tides. Flia even had a cousin that was an acid elemental who had acquired a job with an alchemist. All of those mana aspects were well-known, and none of them were too difficult to attune when needed.

Flia’s mana core, on the other hand, had been nearly impossible to reattune, and no one had any idea why. It felt like a normal water aspect core to anyone with a mana sense. It was only after long nights and deep dives into the archives that her family had eventually concluded that what she had was a deep-sea attunement, known also as the Leviathan’s Curse, and that she was stuck with it for the rest of her life.

Except even that was wrong, according to Cale. Her mana aspect was, what, abyssal? She was connected to the literal ocean between the Great Realms. What did that mean for her? What was Cale, who had apparently lived through thousands of lives all across the Great Realms, going to tell her?

She stared at him in some anticipation. Mostly trepidation. Cale opened his mouth.

“Do you know what your mana aspect is?”

Flia’s mind went blank. “Wha—didn’t you say it was abyssal?”

“No, you said it was abyssal,” Cale said. “I just told you your water connects directly to the Abyss. Those are different things.”

“How?” Flia asked. She would have thought Cale was messing with her if not for the fact that he seemed perfectly serious; he wasn’t even wearing his trademark grin.

“Abyssal mana isn’t a thing,” Cale said. “There are safeguards against reaching into other Realms, and that’s one of them. I mean, obviously summoning spells and the like can reach across the Realms, but they’re expensive and restricted to ritual magic—you get the idea. It’s not really something you do by accident.”

“So then what type of mana do I have?” Flia asked, frustrated. It felt almost like she was a youngling again, trying desperately to figure out what was wrong with her mana.

It didn’t help that Cale looked sympathetic. She almost would have preferred him grinning his stupid grin to him looking sympathetic.

“Water,” Cale said, deadpan.

Flia stared at him. “Have you seen my spells?”

“I have,” he said. “But elementals reflect the mana core they have. Your spells create portals into the Abyss, yes, but you don’t. You’re made of regular water.”

“I…” Flia trailed off. Cale had a point. It was the one thing they’d never been able to reconcile about her magic. “What does that mean for me, then?”

Cale sighed. “Well, I had a nice, long talk with the Leviathan about blessing people without explaining anything about what they’re supposed to do or how they’re supposed to control it,” he said. “She’ll pay you a visit in your dreams tonight. With an explanation, and probably with a better way of controlling the curse.”

He paused. “Don’t call it a curse in front of her, though. She might get offended.”

Flia’s first response felt ridiculous, but it was easier than addressing everything else that just came out of Cale’s mouth. “So you did jump into my [Orb of Water],” she said, exasperated. “You said you disappeared because Sternkessel teleported you!”

“Technically true,” Cale said cheerfully, and infernal realms help her, his cheer actually made her feel better.

“I just—” Flia cut herself off mid-sentence and let out a sound that was half-sigh, half exasperated groan. “Okay. So. You talked to the Leviathan—who is a woman?—and then you told her to help me fix my problems with magic. By coming to me in my dreams.”

“She’s very sorry for messing up your magic.” Cale nodded a few times.

Flia took a deep breath. He’d missed the point entirely. “Remember how I said I’m going to drown anyone that interrupts my sleep tonight?” she asked, her voice deadly calm.

“Yeees?” Cale still hadn’t made the connection, judging by the smug expression on his face.

Flia knew, logically, that putting Cale’s head in a much smaller [Orb of Water] wasn’t actually going to do anything to him, let alone drown him. The man’s barriers could probably repel entire armies of archmages, if he’d told them the truth about his mana reserves, and she’d seen nothing to contradict that so far.

But it would make her feel better.

 



 

“Last but not least!” Cale turned his attention to Syphus and grinned, ignoring the fact that he was dripping wet. He’d needed a bit of a shower anyway. The golem had been watching everything silently, and Cale was pretty sure that was because its creator was paying close attention to everything they were doing. “I actually don’t know what your problems with magic are. I guess we never actually got around to it. Do you even have any problems with magic?”

Syphus managed to give him a dry stare through its runic eye, then indicated the etherite crystals floating above its head. “You could say that.”

Cale blinked. Right. “Does that affect your spellcasting?” he asked, walking over to examine the crystal more closely. “It’s linked to your scrying nexus, so I figured it might have an impact on any scrying spell you try to cast, but etherite is normally pretty good about minimizing interference otherwise.”

“My creator was, unfortunately, rather ambitious,” Syphus said, its voice just as dry as its stare. Cale had the distinct feeling that it knew its creator was listening and was just taking the opportunity to sass him. “The etherite crown is meant to absorb or amplify any spell cast in my vicinity. For reasons unknown to either of us, that functionality only works for scrying spells.”

“What happens with other spells, then?” Cale asked. Ambitious was one word for that. He’d only met a few artificers capable of pulling off something that advanced, even among the Named.

The golem shrugged. “It doesn’t really affect most spells targeting me,” it said. “It messes up most outgoing spells, though. I’m not sure how to describe it. Mind if I show you?”

Cale beamed at that, immediately interested. “Please.”

The others leaned forward in interest, too. Syphus reached out, pouring mana into some sort of earth-based spell construct, and slowly, a sphere of dirt began to form in front of it. Cale paid careful attention.

You have learned [Orb of Earth]!

“My core’s base aspect is earth,” it explained mildly. “My earth spells are slower than another mage’s might be, but are largely unaffected.” It flicked its wrist, dismissing the spell, and Damien winced slightly as the gathered dirt fell to the ground.

Syphus noticed, but seemed puzzled by Damien’s dismay. “Is something wrong?”

“Most people don’t like dirt being scattered around their living space,” Cale said, amused.

“Ah.” Syphus took a moment to process this. “Sorry.”

“I-it’s fine!” Damien swept out a tendril of decay mana, turning the pile of dirt into a smaller pile of dust; Cale noticed that Syphus seemed rather dismayed at the sight, and made a mental note of it.

“…In any case.” Syphus cleared its nonexistent throat. “Here’s what happens when I try to cast a spell of a different attunement.”

This time, Cale felt the golem attune and channel mana into a water-based construct. He raised an eyebrow slightly—for all its apparent issues with magic, it was very good at attunement. The shift to water mana had been practically instantaneous.

The problem became clear the moment that mana was fed into a spell construct, however. Cale watched, fascinated, as the etherite crystals on its head reacted by abruptly flaring to life. He could feel the enchantment woven into it using the etherite’s properties to pluck with deliberate precision at a critical part of the construct, causing the entire thing to suddenly collapse.

Incredible. That was essentially the kind of high-level dispel performed by experienced combat mages. Cale’s own methods relied on sheer brute force, which worked well for him but was an order of magnitude less complex than induced spell failure.

Not only that, but this particular dispel had been tuned to unravel the construct after the Gift’s involvement, as if the person who had woven the enchantment had known the Gift might try to adapt to it if given the chance. The only thing that was wrong with it was its targeting mechanism.

Which was a pretty severe flaw, to be fair, as impressive as the enchantment otherwise was.

“It’s dispelling your spells instead of amplifying them,” Cale said, brow furrowing. “You said this was supposed to absorb other spells?”

“It’s dispelling my spells?” Syphus looked briefly confused, then annoyed; its eye narrowed and it spoke again, this time clearly to someone else. “Did you add a dispel function to the ears? I thought we agreed on an absorbing function!”

A pause. “Well, right now, neither of them are working,” it said, clearly frustrated. “This is what happens when you keep adding new features without talking to me.”

Another pause. “Yes, I know you were trying to help,” it said with a sigh, a little bit less aggravated now. Cale sat back and wondered if he even had a solution for this—enchanting wasn’t exactly his expertise. He’d had the basics taught to him a few times across the centuries, but that level of precision work was beyond his mana control, and he’d lost interest relatively quickly.

“I don’t know if he can fix it,” Syphus eventually grumbled. It turned to Cale, who blinked and sat up. “Do you know if you can fix it?”

“I have no idea,” Cale said cheerfully. “I’ve got a couple ideas. We could wait for the cooldown for [Awaken Artifact] to wear off, if those crystals count as an artifact. No guarantee it’ll work, though, it doesn’t necessarily let me change existing functions so much as add to them.”

He paused, mostly for dramatic effect. He’d paid attention to that fight between Syphus and Nala, after all. “There are other spells you can cast, though, right?”

“Physical enhancement spells, yes,” Syphus agreed. “More generally, any spell that targets me usually works fine.”

Cale nodded to himself. That made sense. Presumably, the enchantment had accidentally been flipped at some point so that it worked to dispel any spell that Syphus cast targeting another mage, rather than dispelling any spell cast by other mages that targeted Syphus.

Still a bit of a headache, though. Cale knew from personal experience that these sorts of mistakes were typically buried deep within an enchantment, which usually meant they were painfully difficult to find. Easy enough to fix once they were found, but it was the finding that was the hard part.

Maybe he’d be able to make a spell for that on Utelia, actually. That seemed like something that would be valuable.

“Just to be sure, you can’t just go back to your creator to get it fixed?” Cale asked.

Syphus shook its head. “Not for another thousand years.”

Cale paused. “Literally, or…”

“Literally, yes.”

“Right.” That seemed like a bit of an arbitrary restriction. Cale wondered if it had something to do with how Sisyphus had been able to send the golem out in the first place.

That cut down on some of Cale’s options, but not all of them. He opened his mouth to make a suggestion, but before he could—

“Um…” Damien raised a hand again. Cale suppressed the urge to tell him to stop doing that. “Can’t you just… take the crown off?”

Syphus blinked, narrowing its eye slightly at Damien. “It’s a body part,” it said, sounding slightly offended. “The crown functions as my eyes and ears. Would you remove your skin if it would help you cast healing magic?”

Damien shrank back a bit at that. “N-no, I guess not. Sorry.”

“That said…” Syphus seemed to frown, thinking through the idea. “I could temporarily disconnect from the crystals if necessary. It would almost certainly allow me to throw an opponent off-balance. I’ll have to consider it. Thank you, Damien.”

Poor Damien looked like he didn’t quite know how to react. He was relieved and confused all at once. “You’re welcome?” he said, phrasing it like a question. “I’m still sorry though.”

Syphus tilted its head. “Why?” it asked. It thought for a moment, then nodded. “Oh. Don’t worry about it. I always ask organics if they would remove their skin eventually. I find it provokes interesting reactions. Wasn’t sure if it would work on you, though, since you’re not technically organic. It definitely worked on Nala.”

Flia let out an undignified snort at that. Leo choked and started coughing. Damien… still looked confused.

Cale was mostly glad he wasn’t the only one that couldn’t always remember how to connect with people. “Anyway!” he said. “I think I have something that won’t require you to take off the crown. It’ll take some work, though. Probably a few days in the library.”

Syphus’s etherite ears folded back with interest. “Oh?”

“You can’t cast external spells, but other people can,” he said. “More importantly, other things can, otherwise other artifacts and enchantments would fail around you. And you can still cast spells on yourself.”

“All correct,” Syphus said, watching him intently.

“Well.” Cale grinned. “I happen to know about a rather obscure spell tradition used by the Spellfist Monks of the Certain Death Valley.”

“The what monks of the what?” Leo asked in the background, his tone a mixture of interested and concerned. Cale smirked and stood, mostly so he could gesture with the appropriate level of drama.

“The Certain Death Valley,” he said. “Not a very creative name, I know, but they had to rename it because travelers kept trying to pass through it. Imagine a valley with temples and ritual sites built on one side, then massive craters filled with spell remnants on the other.”

“You look way too happy about this,” Flia remarked.

Cale beamed. “I’m glad you noticed! I had a great time there.”

“Before or after they named it the Certain Death Valley?”

“I went there as soon as they renamed it.”

Flia sighed. “My point,” she said, gesturing tiredly in Cale’s general direction.

Cale, of course, simply took it in stride. “Anyway, the reason one side of the valley was so destroyed—really, it started looking more like a cliff after a while—was because the Spellfist Monks are always practicing their particular brand of spellcasting, so there was a good chance of at least a fifth-tier spell flying across the valley at any given moment. Excellent mana sense training, let me tell you.”

“And what was their brand of spellcasting?” Syphus asked, still focused on him.

Cale grinned. “I’m so glad you asked,” he said. “They practiced self-enhancement spells that would temporarily turn different body parts into spellcasting artifacts. Or to put it another way: they used transformation magic to turn themselves into living spell cannons.”

He paused dramatically, mostly for effect, and then continued. “Now, just to warn you, we’re going to have to rediscover a lot of it. I mostly only remember the basics. Enough to get us started, not enough for any of the really high-level stuff…”

Cale trailed off. Everyone was far too silent about the reveal for his liking. None of them even made the appropriate expressions of shock and awe! Flia, Damien, and Leo were all wearing expressions that were varying levels of horrified.

Syphus, on the other hand, just stared straight ahead. Cale worried for a moment that it, too, was horrified, until it finally spoke.

“Sweet,” Syphus said.

Cale was pretty sure that was the most glee he’d ever heard in the golem’s voice, which meant that look in its eye was, in fact, a gleam of unprecedented excitement. “When can we get started?”

Finally, someone else that appreciated how cool the Spellfist Monks were. “Like I said, tomorrow!” Cale said brightly, ignoring everyone else’s horrified stares turning onto him instead. “We’re going to have to hit the library.”

Which was also exciting, albeit for different reasons. In all the realms he’d been to, Cale had yet to find a library that wasn’t, in some way, interesting.

 



 

It didn’t take long after that for everyone to decide they were due for some well-deserved rest. Cale took a moment to admire Utelia’s moons, in particular the one that had very deliberately started to rotate to face away from the planet, then made his way to Akkau’s office. Mostly because—as much as he might have wanted to get some sleep—the old dragon was waiting for him, and there was at least one thing they needed to sort out before the end of the day.

Some sort of plan for the Red Hunters, mostly. The Thread of Fate more or less ensured that any of their plans would intersect with Cale, so long as he wasn’t forcing a confrontation, but that didn’t mean he was willing to let them continue their manipulations on the Brightscale Academy’s students. Sneaks-In-Darkness hadn’t been the only ‘mentor’ amongst them.

Though there was a second thing that bothered him. Every now and then, he’d noticed glimpses of strange magic leaking from Akkau, and the old dragon had more or less admitted he was hiding something. And the way he’d been summoned to Utelia didn’t quite make sense, either. How had those elves captured Akkau, for instance? Where had that little girl come from? Why summon someone from across the Realms just for a blood sacrifice?

Cale sighed. It wasn’t like a lot of time had passed since he’d first been summoned to Utelia; he didn’t know if Akkau was ready to talk about any of those things just yet. In some ways, the Headmaster reminded him of himself—haunted and pained in ways he struggled to express.

He could at least ask, he supposed. Cale hesitated, then reached out and knocked on the office door. “Akkau?” he called. “You still awake?”

Akkau’s voice emerged, dry as the desert. “I am not that old, Cale Cadwell Cobbs,” he said. “Come in. There is much we have yet to discuss.”
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Chapter 34 — A Dragon’s Plight, Pt 1


                The first thing Cale noticed was that Cyte was rather comfortably nestled within its blood obsidian box, sitting on Akkau’s desk. There was no enchantment or ward to keep it trapped, either; instead, it nibbled happily on a pile of attunement papers Akkau had apparently left out for it, a sight that made Cale smirk slightly with amusement. Of all the things he’d been expecting out of this conversation, finding out that Akkau had a soft spot for magical creatures hadn’t been one of them.

“Something happen while I was gone?” he teased.

Akkau sighed. “Cyte was hungry,” the old dragon explained evenly.

“Which is why you’re calling it by name, of course.” Cale grinned. “No need to explain, I don’t judge. Although for the record, it is going to attract attention from the Outer Planes if you leave it out of its box like that.”

“I am aware.” Akkau glanced away briefly. “I… may have contracted Imrys to construct an artifact that can better contain it.”

“Oh, you got attached attached,” Cale said, impressed. It hadn’t even been more than a few hours. What had the two of them been doing?

On the desk, as if hearing his thoughts, Cyte let out an affirmatory squeak. “We have met another star!” it said happily. “Well. We suppose this one is more of a very big furnace. But it will do. It provides very tasty snacks.”

It paused, wiggling in its box. “But you will always be our first, first-star,” it added hopefully.

“I’m not going to touch that one with a ten-foot pole,” Cale said cheerfully.

Akkau just buried his face in his hands with a groan. “A very big furnace,” he muttered, sounding chagrined. “Do you not have any better metaphors?”

Cyte opened a mouth to reply, but Akkau held up his hand. “Don’t answer that. Actually, don’t make any size-based metaphors around Cale, preferably.”

“You have so little faith in me, you big old furnace,” Cale said, leaning back in his chair. Akkau made a noise that resembled a remarkably high-pitched groan of consternation—dragons did tend to place a lot of value in the size of their mana cores, Cale remembered, somewhat belatedly.

“Never call me that again,” Akkau grumbled. The sound of a dozen books falling to the ground behind him betrayed that his tail was swinging heavily behind him, though. Before Cale could comment on it, he changed the subject. “In any case, we must discuss the Red Hunters and their presence in this school.”

“We should,” Cale agreed easily enough. It probably was best he avoided pushing this, for now. “I was able to read some of Sneaks-In-Darkness’s memories, but they’re a little scattered. Did you manage to get more information from the badges Cyte ate?”

“I did indeed.” Akkau’s shoulders tensed, and he looked, if anything, a little ashamed of himself. “It seems those three are far from our only compromised mages. There is much more afoot within my academy than I had assumed. In particular…”

Akkau hesitated, then continued with a low growl in his voice that betrayed a deep inner anger. “I believe one of my professors may be lending them aid.”

—

The conversation that followed went by surprisingly quickly. Cale had expected an extended debate on any number of details, in large part because all his prior experiences with dragons had taught him that almost all of them were painfully stubborn in whatever preconceptions they held.

Not so with Akkau. The old dragon seemed at times to have experience matching his own, even if he hadn’t spent nearly as much time traveling the Great Realms. He knew of the rules that governed karmic balance in each realm, the way fate tended to be woven around the realm’s denizens, and almost half as many tricks to manipulate those rules as Cale did.

Both of them wanted to confront the Red Hunters immediately, but agreed it would be infeasible. Even if Akkau had the mana and skill with magic to teleport Cale around as a sort of mobile mana-cannon, there was too little they knew about the kind of magics they had access to. Sneaks-In-Darkness’s memories had made it quite clear that at least one of their commanders had access to a whole host of esoteric artifacts and magical creatures, many of which could likely kickstart apocalyptic scenarios all on their own.

And that was to say nothing of the main faction of the Red Hunters currently residing in Aersheld, though Akkau had seemed surprised when Cale mentioned it.

“They are?” the old dragon blinked, then pulled back to begin rummaging through a folder he kept in his desk. “How do you know that?”

“Professor Sternkessel mentioned it,” Cale said.

“Ah.” Akkau blinked again. “I… yes, I suppose that makes sense.” He frowned a little. “This may be a strange request, but if you can, please make sure that Sternkessel does not overly tax himself engaging with mortal affairs. There is a cost for him.”

“Of course there is.” Cale sighed. Why couldn’t things ever be easy? It made a certain kind of sense—Indictments were created to serve a function, so presumably any action they took that didn’t serve that function incurred some kind of cost. That would limit some of their options when the Red Hunters came…

Not entirely, though. It all depended on what kind of cost was incurred. He’d have to ask Sternkessel himself about it; Akkau didn’t seem too willing to speak further on the subject, and so they went back to discussing the best way to deal with the Red Hunters and the threat they posed to the Astral Wing’s students.

The basics of it was this: the Thread of Fate was, at present, their best defensive tool. It would ensure that as long as Cale remained at the academy, any of the strategies and plans that the Red Hunters tried to employ here would have a hole that Cale would be rather conveniently led to. That meant that if there was a sympathizer among the academy’s staff members, Cale would likely encounter them, too.

They would still have to take some measures to minimize the harm done to their students in the meantime. Akkau admitted that he’d intentionally returned a moment before Cale had cast his first spell, so he was caught in a secondary tangle of fate; that meant, however, that he was perfectly placed to maneuver everything at the academy into position.

He would reorganize the students and their schedules to ensure more inter-Wing classes and events. The Astral Wing was normally kept separate from the other Wings due to the risk involved, but Cale and Akkau both decided now that the risk was greater if they were kept separate. Forcing the classes to interact and the Wings to engage with one another would quickly expose anyone that was being manipulated or recruited by the Red Hunters, and Cale’s presence in any of those classes would only accelerate that process.

At the same time, Alina would be set to the task of keeping a careful eye on the students when they were having lunch. Her flames were apparently great conduits of magic when she wanted them to be—she could both see and hear through them. Any hint of another one of those Red Hunter badges would immediately be reported to Akkau so he could feed it to Cyte and disarm it.

They did briefly discuss the possibility of searching the students for them individually, but that sort of wide search-and-seizure effort risked alerting the Red Hunters to what they were doing and gave the students plenty of time to hide their badges besides. Best to do so quietly and search for the recruiters in the meantime.

Thankfully, they had a lead on that. A quick cross-check of the information gleaned from the badges and Sneaks-in-Darkness’s memories made it clear that their recruiters met rather frequently in the nearby Petrified Sea, and while a direct investigation was a bit of a no go…

“I will arrange for some of our classes to be held there,” Akkau said decisively. “That should cause the Thread to kick in.”

If only all the other people that had gotten caught up in the Thread were nearly as intelligent about using it. As the direct target, Cale couldn’t take advantage of it like this—but Akkau, being caught in a secondary tangle, could. As long as Cale didn’t tell him to do it, anyway.

There was little more that could be done with Sneaks-In-Darkness other than hold her in suspended animation until her lifelink could be defused, which would take some time. The option of using her as some sort of hostage was brought up, but the Red Hunters didn’t much care for the lives of their own, and she would take her own life if given the chance, knowing it would hurt them. Even a cursory scan of her memories revealed that.

Last but not least, of course, was the issue of Akkau’s suspected Red Hunter sympathizer among the professors. The Academy’s defenses were both complex and powered by an enormous reserve of mana anchored deep beneath the school. The idea that recruiters were simply sneaking around the school was so preposterous as to be unbelievable, even if they were archmages with high-level obfuscation spells and wards.

After all, no matter how good those spells were, the Brightscale Academy had both Sternkessel and Syphus. The former had near unlimited non-mana scrying capabilities thanks to his status as an Indictment, and the latter could interfere with any mana-based scrying spell, even before considering that it had something very close to [Truesight].

The only way a recruiter could avoid them both and all of the Academy’s defenses was if a professor was providing them with ward-keys. Akkau had no idea which one of his professors that might be, though. Not all of them were fond of the Astral Wing, since the fear of wild mages ran deep, but they were all deeply loyal to Akkau for one reason or another. He couldn’t see any of them breaking their oath to him just to help the Red Hunters, especially since he’d made his opinion of them clear more than once.

Their best bet on that front was just to make sure that Cale attended as many different classes as he could, preferably as soon as possible. Luckily, most of the professors were now quite reluctant to test Cale Cadwell Cobbs, and so the list of classes he could attend had expanded exponentially.

And all that was about the best they could do. The goal was essentially to force the hand of fate—to make sure that Cale was in the right place at the right time as many times as he could possibly be.

All in all, Cale was pretty satisfied with the plan, and that was a rare thing for him. It was nice to work with someone else who understood the trappings of fate for once—someone else who, in their own way, understood the gears on which the multiverse turned.

“And now, one final thing,” Akkau said. His lips twitched slightly. “Well… perhaps not the final thing, but nevertheless. There is something I would like to give you.”

Cale was immediately interested. “I love presents,” he said. “I didn’t get you anything, though.”

“I would be impressed if you had managed to find the time.” Akkau seemed amused at the thought. “No, I do not expect anything in return, but if you are to be my apprentice…”

He paused, interlacing his fingers. “Do you recall what I told you about resonance?”

“You said it’s needed to learn spells above the second tier,” Cale said. “And that higher levels of resonance will let me guide the Gift to evolve a spell into the kind of spell I want?”

“Correct.” Akkau’s tone was pleased. “I suppose it should be no surprise that you absorb information well. You will begin taking your first real resonance classes tomorrow—none of my professors are willing to continue testing you, considering what you have shown us—but I thought perhaps I could… give you an introduction, so to speak.”

Cale sat up, his eyes practically gleaming, and Akkau snorted at his enthusiasm. “You’re going to teach me resonance now?”

“Teach is the wrong word for it.” Akkau hummed in thought. “Most forms of elemental resonance require guidance, yes, but there are specialized aspects that do not. Instead, they simply demand that you accomplish a set of prerequisites.”

“Huh.” Not something that Cale had been expecting, but he could work with that. “What resonance are you giving me, then?”

“What do you suppose?” Akkau grinned at him, as if anticipating his reaction. “I could hardly call myself a good master if my own apprentice could not specialize in draconic magic, could I?”

Cale froze, his mouth almost falling open. Akkau wanted to give him access to the draconic aspect? Draconic magic was famous for being jealously guarded and near-impossible to master. In fact, through all his lives, Cale couldn’t think of a single mage that had mastered draconic magic that wasn’t a half-dragon in some way. Even liches, ancient masters of magic that they were, had to graft dragon parts onto themselves if they wanted to cast any kind of draconic magic.

The draconic aspect was the metaphorical opposite of primordial aspects like decay—it stood very, very high up the ladder of abstraction, encompassing more than a dozen smaller concepts within them. Part of that was a result of how thoroughly dragonkind had enmeshed itself into the history of the Great Realms. More often than not, when the course of history turned, it was because a dragon had involved itself in the affairs of the realm.

Well, either that or a certain human named Cale Cadwell Cobbs, but that was besides the point. The draconic aspect embodied all of dragonkind’s physical and magical masteries—their flight, their raw strength, the defensive capabilities of their scales, all the way down to the ease with which they manipulated mana and traversed the Abyss.

The draconic aspect alone could give him all he’d ever wanted as far as magic went. Akkau must have seen the look on his face, because the old dragon smirked at him.

“Do not get ahead of yourself,” he warned. “Even with resonance and the help of the Gift, draconic spells are not easy to master. The lowest of our spells rank at eighth tier and above. You will not be casting them anytime soon.”

That was enough to break Cale out of his reverie, at least a little bit. “I’m going to have to increase my resonance until I can learn an eighth tier spell outright, huh?” he asked, a little disappointed.

“Indeed,” Akkau said. “It will take time for you to digest each level of draconic resonance besides. Fret not, however—draconic resonance is not without its benefits, even before you use it to craft spells. It will improve your ability to control mana, acquire spells, and gain new resonances.”

Cale blinked. “That’s a lot of things,” he said, suddenly excited again. He’d encountered very few things capable of improving his ability to control his mana. Even if the improvement was small, there was a good chance he’d be able to move his casting down to fifth-tier or even fourth-tier spells… and that opened up a whole world of magic for him.

“It will take time to digest,” Akkau warned him again, although he was smiling. He knew how significant this was for Cale. He reached under his desk to produce a vial containing a potion that was bursting with magic so potent it made everything else in the room dim.

Cyte immediately reached out for it, and Akkau sighed, grabbing the tendril. “No,” he said firmly.

Cale snorted. Judging by the way Cyte was pouting, that wasn’t the first time that had happened. “Thank you,” he said sincerely, taking the potion and eyeing it with wonder. The liquid within was a cerulean blue that seared itself so deep into his eyes that it left an afterimage every time it moved. “If this is so valuable, is there a reason you don’t just…”

He trailed off. Dragons didn’t share the draconic aspect with others, as a general rule, but Akkau seemed different from most of the others. As if he could read his thoughts, Akkau chuckled softly.

“We guard our magic quite jealously, as you may know,” Akkau said. He tapped his claws on the desk. “Yet there are few left that can practice it. You are not wrong—it would be wise to share it with more if I were able. But it is not quite so easy.

“As I said, a number of prerequisites must be fulfilled before you can acquire a resonance with the draconic aspect.” Akkau paused, eyeing Cale carefully. “One of those prerequisites is that you must display the qualities of a dragon. Pride bordering on arrogance, with the power to match; a force of will capable of bending even unknowable forces to your whim; a tendency to hoard…”

Cale blinked. “I haven’t hoarded anything.”

“You have acquired four apprentices in a single day,” Akkau said dryly.

“That shouldn’t count!” Cale scowled. “I’m not going to keep picking up apprentices.”

“Are you not?” Akkau raised a single scaled brow. “I suppose we will see. It does not matter—for the purposes of this first level of resonance, it counts.”

Cale grumbled something to himself. “Fine. I guess I can see how requirements like that might make this resonance hard to gift.”

“If those were the only requirements, it would still be possible,” Akkau said. “But there are more. You must defeat a dragon in single combat. You must impress a dragon. And finally, the dragon that you impress must volunteer a single drop of their essence to create an Elixir of Draconic Resonance.”

“I can definitely see how that makes it hard to spread,” Cale said, eyeing the potion with a new respect. Akkau had downplayed it, but essence extraction was a difficult process for even the best of mages. It involved distilling out a part of the mage’s very soul along with a combination of their life force and mana core, then compressing it down into something that resembled a liquid. “…Thank you.”

“I suggest drinking it tonight,” Akkau said, giving him a knowing smile. “The potion may not work for any other mage, but that will not stop them from attempting to steal it nonetheless. I promise it will not disrupt your sleep, aside from perhaps your resonance vision.”

“Resonance vision?” Cale asked.

“You will see.” Akkau smirked at him, folding his arms across his chest. “I suspect you would rather I not spoil it for you.”

Cale snorted and laughed. “You know what, fair enough,” he said, slipping the vial into one of his pockets. “Any other side effects I need to worry about?”

Akkau hesitated. “I do not believe so,” he said after a moment. “There should be none. Cyte had examined it for any untoward magical anomalies.”

“We want a taste!” Cyte agreed, this time reaching a tendril out toward Cale’s pockets. Akkau grabbed it before it could get anywhere close, sighing, and Cale could almost swear he could physically hear the voidcyte pout.

“There is some contamination in my magic,” Akkau confessed, more quietly this time. He didn’t quite meet Cale’s eyes as he did so. “I admit this only because I believe you suspect it already. But it does not affect the potion—I have ensured that. That said, if you believe it too risky, I will not force you to take it.”

“Oh, trust me, I’ve taken much worse,” Cale said cheerfully. It didn’t bother him that much. What did bother him was this allusion to magical contamination. He hadn’t planned on pressing Akkau too hard about it, but since the old dragon seemed willing to talk… “What happened to your magic, anyway?”

Akkau sighed. “I was afraid you would ask,” he said. He rubbed at his wrist, an almost absent-minded gesture that spoke of a lot more nervousness than he was willing to show. “But I suppose it would be foolish to keep this hidden from you if there is any chance at all that you might understand.”

Cale frowned. “Is there a chance that I won’t?”

“There is, albeit through no fault of your own.” Akkau seemed rather serious about that, too, judging by the look on his face. “I have mentioned once already that less than ten of my kind remain. You assumed, I believe, that I was referring to Utelia’s population.”

“Of course I did.” Cale tilted his head. “Why wouldn’t I…”

He paused, trailing off, and the barrier around him began to thicken substantially. Akkau watched, eyes growing subtly wider as more and more mana began to pour into those barriers—and then that mana began to twist into complicated whorls and patterns. Nothing quite reminiscent of high-level magic, of course. Cale didn’t have the kind of control needed for that.

But he’d learned long ago that some types of magic could slip through his barriers, and he’d learned ways to counter that, too. It was invariably more taxing and took more of his concentration, but if any situation warranted it, this was one of them. The interference and density of these barriers made it far more difficult for anything to pierce them without being twisted and torn apart.

Cale’s expression cleared a bit, and his mouth settled into a grim line. “You meant throughout all the Great Realms,” he said. “But that information is being magically hidden. A mass censorship spell?”

“…Correct.” Akkau seemed shocked, but mostly relieved. Cale, on the other hand, stood from the desk and began to pace.

“Have you talked to Sternkessel about this?” he asked.

Akkau shook his head. “We have not spoken of personal matters in some time,” he admitted with a slight wince.

“Well, you should. Sternkessel seems immune to this sort of magic,” Cale said. His hands balled into fists at his side, and he took a deep breath, trying to suppress a rising surge of emotion.

If Akkau was telling the truth… then what he was saying was all too familiar. Cale had no memory of how humanity’s demise had come about, admittedly; there was no time he could remember where their population had diminished into the hundreds or the tens. But the presence of this sort of censorship and the erasure of an entire species?

Cale forced himself to calm down and take a seat. “Akkau,” he said. “This is important. Tell me everything you know about what’s happening.”

Akkau gave him an exhausted, weary smile. “There are many who would balk at giving orders to a dragon, you know,” he murmured. “…But yes. Very well.”
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Chapter 35 — A Dragon’s Plight, Pt 2


                To say that Cale had mixed feelings about the conversation that followed would be a bit of an understatement.

Cale was largely immune to a wide variety of magics. He’d never spent much time questioning it, mostly because he far preferred using his time to explore the multiverse and contend with all the mysteries it had to offer. There were, however, some forms of magic his immunity didn’t completely extend to—this sort of subtle self-censoring information was one of them.

As long as he was aware of it, though, he could fend off the worst of its effects by using the barrier technique he’d developed. If he learned that information while the barrier was in effect, he was generally able to retain it. Unfortunately, that was a benefit that extended to him and him alone. As much as he’d tried, anyone else would simply forget that information as soon as the barrier went away.

The same, unfortunately, applied for Akkau.

It didn’t seem to matter that his own species was undergoing a similar sort of erasure from the Great Realms. He could recognize the slow extinction of his own kind, but try as he might, he didn’t retain anything Cale tried to tell him about humanity. Sternkessel remained the sole exception to that rule, as far as beings that occupied the Great Realms went.

Not that it mattered that much, in the end. Cale had shared mostly in the hopes that he could learn more about what had happened to humanity, but even while under the effects of his barrier, there wasn’t much Akkau could offer him other than reassurance and understanding. He had no memory of any other species undergoing this sort of erasure event.

What was more, he knew what was causing the erasure of dragonkind. It was unlikely to be the same as what had caused the rest of humanity to disappear—the motives were too specific, too entrenched within the culture and history of dragons as a whole.

“There is something that chases us,” Akkau said. He flipped his wrist over to show Cale the single black scale that tarnished his otherwise brilliant red. Cale winced at the way it suddenly grated against his mana sense, surprised by the intensity of the sensation. It had been nearly undetectable as long as it was hidden away from him, but as soon as it entered his line of sight…

He could sense the rot coming off that scale. Much like the Inverted Spires, it was infused with something that felt like it didn’t quite belong to this plane, a polluted magic that made his mana sense itch.

Akkau’s expression was grim when he spoke, the words laden with an all-too-familiar pain. “It hounds us across all the Great Realms like a predator that seeks nothing more than our extinction,” he said. “In every world we have faced it, we have lost. Entire clans have devoted themselves and their hoards to its destruction, but they have found no footing in the battle against it. As far as we have determined, it cannot be fought. It cannot be stopped. It does not slow down to eat, breathe, or sleep.”

“You’re in hiding,” Cale guessed, and Akkau nodded tiredly.

“As much as a dragon can hide.” Akkau glanced around his office, lips quirking slightly as if recognizing the irony of the statement. “We have fled to the edges of the Great Realms to avoid this creature. It goes against our nature to simply hide away, and it finds us no matter how well we are hidden within the realm, but… we have found that distance between realms, at least, can slow it down.”

“Because it needs to hide from the Leviathan,” Cale surmised, muttering the words mostly to himself.

Still, Akkau looked up at him, brows furrowing. “It seems unlikely that anything could travel across the Great Realms without the Leviathan being aware of it. I… we had assumed it was allowed free passage.”

Cale snorted at that. “Something trying to chase dragons to their extinction? She’d exterminate it the second she caught wind of it,” he said. “And if she couldn’t, she would have said something to me about it. The fact that she didn’t tells me she has no idea, and based on everything else she’s said, it sounds like there might be something out there obfuscating her senses.”

Which was a worrying thought, to say the least. Even Akkau seemed skeptical. “You believe there might be something capable of obfuscating the senses of a Monolith?” he asked. “The Leviathan is the Law of What Lies Between. Nothing can hide from her in her domain. That is what separates the Monoliths from all others, is it not?”

“It is,” Cale agreed, his gaze slightly distant as he thought through the possibilities. “But Monoliths are only absolute within the Great Realms. There are artifacts—rare ones, admittedly—created from pieces of the Outer Planes that can obscure you from the senses of a Monolith. And there’s always the possibility that it’s another Monolith, or someone backed by one, or even something from the Outer Planes making a move.”

Akkau said nothing for a long moment. Cale caught the slight flicker of fear in his eyes, though it was caught and suppressed just as quickly. “I have always thought that the Leviathan was complicit,” he admitted quietly. “Or at the very least that she no longer cared about us. We pleaded for her help, and when we received no response, we sought out other Monoliths. Not a single call or petition was ever answered… Though I suppose that should have been our first sign that there was something greater working against us.”

The old dragon let out a heavy sigh, and for a moment, he looked his age—like the weight of millennia was bearing down on him. “The scenarios you propose are grim,” he said wearily. “If you are even slightly correct… I do not see a means for my people to survive.”

Akkau met Cale’s gaze. “Do you?”

“I do,” Cale answered simply.

Akkau did have a point. Cale knew the Leviathan well enough to know she would never ignore a plight like the one Akkau had just described, but he couldn’t blame the old dragon for coming to that conclusion. Nor could he blame him for deciding that the Monoliths had forgotten them. That none of the Monoliths had responded was strange indeed—many could care less about the affairs of the realms, but something like what Akkau described…

It was exactly the sort of thing that the Monoliths were meant to handle. They were the pillars of the Great Realms, the fulcrum upon which the worlds turned and magic functioned. To simply ignore something like this would be inexcusable.

Far more likely that something else was going on.

“But first, I need more information,” Cale said. “Tell me more about this thing that hunts you. What does it look like? What does it have to do with that scale on your wrist?”

Akkau rubbed a thumb over his scale at the reminder, wincing slightly as he did. “It appears as one of us,” he muttered. “Another dragon, but… wrong. As if it were forged from the metals of the Outer Planes. It wields a twisted version of our own power against us, and seems entirely immune to draconic magic.”

The old dragon shook his head, some dark memory flitting through his eyes. “If anything, it appears to burn our mana as fuel and turn the burnt dregs of it into corrupted strength, though I imagine that description does little to help.”

“It helps more than you’d think,” Cale said. “Go on.”

“It marks us whenever it encounters us,” Akkau said. He rubbed at his wrist again, this time absent-mindedly, scratching at the scale as if tempted to pull it off. “That is how it kills—not through glorious battle, but through time. Almost as if to mock our efforts to survive. It weaves between us, tears through our spells, destroys our hoards for no reason other than to see us despair. But it does not kill us. Not immediately.

“It simply touches us. A single glancing blow by spell or claw, it matters not. As long as it makes contact, we are marked with this… this scalerot. A plague that rots us from within until we cease to exist.” Akkau’s voice had turned into something of a low growl by the end of the explanation. “A cruel death for any species, but especially for a dragon.”

“It’s designed,” Cale said, narrowing his eyes slightly. “Whoever’s doing this picked the kind of death they knew would cripple your pride. A personal crusade against your entire species.”

“That is the conclusion we came to,” Akkau agreed, his voice both heavy and a little bit distant. “It is not a curse. A curse might be dispelled, but there are no marks on our mana cores. It is not a blight, nor a parasite attached to my life force, nor some new abomination of soul magic. We have done everything within our power to understand this mark, but we know nothing. Only that it is invisible to all magics except mana sense, and even then only when directly observed.”

A sigh. “I am lucky to have only been grazed before I escaped,” he said quietly. “I may have decades still before it consumes me. Short, perhaps, for a being that would have otherwise been immortal… but I have lived a full enough life.”

Despite himself, the admission made Cale relax slightly. Decades gave him a bit more time to find a solution, even if Akkau himself seemed like he’d given up on it.

Cale was a little less accepting of that sort of thing.

“Let me look at it,” Cale said. Akkau offered him his wrist, and Cale took it into his hands, running his mana sense over the scale once again. It was exactly like Akkau said—as far as he could tell, it wasn’t linked in any way to his core, his soul, or his life.

Instead, it was like the dragon’s very existence had been marked.

“You’ve tried amputation, I assume?” Cale asked, still probing it with his mana sense.

Akkau grunted. “Not personally, but others have attempted it,” he said. “You are not about to blast my arm off, I hope.”

Cale snorted. “I’m not that reckless,” he said, releasing the dragon’s wrist. “What happened?”

“The mark simply transferred itself to a different part of the dragon’s body,” Akkau said. “Same number of scales, and in the same pattern where possible. It did not worsen the condition of the affected dragon, but it did not help them, either.”

“Marked for erasure,” Cale muttered. The words tugged at something in the back of his mind, but he couldn’t quite place what. He’d never encountered a magic like this before—this was the sort of thing he remembered, long lives be damned—but it reminded him of something.

Stories, perhaps. Tales of a mad god determined to find a way to erase life from all reality, who had scoured the multiverse for a means to scale his power to match the Monoliths themselves. Scribbled notes in ancient books about binding rituals that might forcibly merge the soul of a god with that of a Named, and then again with one of the Monoliths.

Impossibilities, really. Most such tales were simple fiction written to warn mages against excessive experimentation with their souls, and there was a Monolith whose sole purpose was to regulate such experimentation besides.

Then again, Cale had learned a long time ago that impossibilities were sometimes merely inevitabilities. In the vast scale of the multiverse…

Sometimes, life found a way.

But that wasn’t always a good thing.

Cale sighed and shook his head, leaning back in his chair and meeting Akkau’s questioning expression. “I have some ideas, but I’m going to need to hit the library,” he said lazily, mostly to cover up how worrying he found all this. The threat seemed far away, but it was the sort of thing he couldn’t just ignore. “Maybe get in contact with a few old friends, although that one’s going to take a while. You should let me know if you find anything else, or if that thing with your scale gets worse.”

Akkau hesitated. “This is not your problem to solve, Cale,” he said, but he said it more as a formality than anything else. Cale could recognize that look in his eyes when he saw it.

Hope.

“It is, and you know it,” Cale said, drumming his fingers on the dragon’s desk. He fixed the dragon with a sudden, intense stare. “In fact, if I didn’t know any better, I’d say you’re the real reason I’m here. And that you were hoping I’d be able to do something about all this. Maybe not for you, but for your species as a whole.”

Akkau twitched, and something like guilt flashed in his eyes. “Cale—”

“I’d rather you not tell me the truth right now, whatever it is,” Cale interrupted, giving the old dragon a friendly grin. “I’m just saying, I know how summoning spells work. I also know they happen to be a particular weakness of dragonkind because of the mindset it requires.

“But!” Cale continued cheerfully. “If you did have something to do with it, I’d rather not know, because I don’t really want to be mad at you right now. I have better things to be mad at. Like the Red Hunters, and this thing you say is chasing you. Speaking of which, do you have a name for it?”

Akkau remained silent for a long moment, and when he answered, his tone was hesitant. “Dragonfall.”

“Word of advice,” Cale said. “Never name your own end like that. Names have power. You might as well hand your own extinction over to fate on a silver platter.”

Akkau’s eyes flashed slightly. “We are aware of this,” he said. “We named it only after most of our kind had already been slaughtered, and only because we needed the independent dragons to understand how severe the threat was.”

“I’m not blaming the name for what happened,” Cale said, his voice softening slightly. “But let’s not give that thing more power than it deserves. If there are less than ten of you left, we’re going to need every edge we can get.”

“…What do you suggest, then?”

Cale thought for a moment. The power of a name was minimal, in most cases, and a name that didn’t reflect the opponent at all would simply have no effect. If he wanted that edge…

“It Who Hunts Across Realms,” Cale said. “Vekorax, in the draconic tongue.”

“How is that any better?” Akkau asked, brows furrowing slightly.

“Falls and ends cannot be avoided,” Cale said. “A blight can continue to spread unseen. But a hunter?”

He grinned and leaned across the table so far that the old dragon had to lean back to avoid getting bumped in the face. “A hunter can always become the hunted.”

“…You worry me sometimes, Cale Cadwell Cobbs,” Akkau muttered, rubbing his snout and staring at him even as Cale leaned smugly back into his seat. Then he sighed, a bit of invisible tension leaving his shoulders. “Thank you. Truly. To know that I am not alone in this…”

“Less alone than you think,” Cale said mysteriously.

Akkau blinked at him. “Regardless,” he said. “Thank you.”

“You’re very welcome.” Cale stood up and stretched, yawning; it was getting late, and the light from Utelia’s moons were now shining through the windows into Akkau’s office. “For the record, I’m not going to let you die that easily, especially if you’re the one that arranged things so I’d be summoned here. If you try to let that scalerot take you I’m going to pluck your soul out of the afterlife just so I can give you a good scolding.”

“Which one of us is the apprentice, again?” Akkau asked dryly. A note of his usual amusement had crept into his voice. He stood from the desk as well, moving to the window to glance out at the sky. “Do not forget to drink your potion, Cale.”

“I won’t!” Cale said cheerfully. He headed for the door, turning the knob just as Akkau made a strangled, choking sort of noise.

“Cale,” he said. “What did you do to the—”

Cale slammed the door shut and strode off, whistling happily.

 



 

A few minutes later found Cale sitting back on his bed opposite Damien. The dreadshade was already fast asleep, though he seemed to be having some sort of nightmare; he tossed and turned repeatedly, letting out the occasional pained whimper under his breath.

Cale winced at the sight. It didn’t look much better than some of the dreams he had to endure during his more restless nights. They came less frequently these days, but they were there all the same. Once a month or so, almost like clockwork, to the point that he’d gotten good at predicting exactly when they would happen.

He’d have to make sure he either slept outside or got some damn good wards before the next nightmare, but that was more than a week away. Well after they dealt with the Red Hunters.

As for Damien… Well, it didn’t take a genius to realize he’d been through something traumatic regarding his decay mana. Cale didn’t know what it was, but many of the dreadshades he’d met had similar stories—accidentally rotting someone they cared about or someone they loved. Entire villages of people, in some cases.

And even out of all those dreadshades, Damien had perhaps the kindest heart he’d seen. Most of the others had grown desensitized to death over time, but Damien? It felt like he was desperately trying to protect all the innocence he had left.

Cale sighed. He’d have to try to figure something out for the guy. As much as he could try to guide him, Damien didn’t seem cut out for the role that dreadshades usually played in their realms. Finding a way for him to use that decay mana constructively was only the first step. A second core wouldn’t be viable for a dreadshade, so maybe…

He paused, tilting his head slightly as movement around the bed caught his attention. Two tendrils reached up from beneath the bed to gently tug the corners of Damien’s blanket back up over his shoulders. Cale blinked, opened his mouth, and then closed it again.

Now that was a sight he never thought he’d see. A monster-under-the-bed acting tender, of all things?

“…Be. Quiet.” The monster grumbled at him, almost as if it knew what he was thinking.

Cale snorted. “I’m just glad someone’s looking out for him, to be honest,” he said. The tendrils stilled warily for a moment, as though unsure what to think, then tipped toward him in hesitant acknowledgement.

After that, they slipped back beneath Damien’s bed without another word.

Those things fed on nightmares, didn’t they? It almost certainly had some idea of what Damien went through every night. Maybe that was why it was so careful with him. It saw something in those nightmares it could relate to, perhaps, or it just felt bad for Damien in general.

The thought made Cale smile to himself. Millennia of life, and he was still encountering new things. Who ever heard of a monster like that caring about the person they fed on?

Flia had someone looking out for her, too, now that he thought about it, and Syphus had its connection with its Named creator to rely on. The only one that didn’t seem to have a guardian of some kind was Leo, and at this point, Cale wouldn’t be surprised if it turned out he had an angel or spirit watching over him.

If not, well… Cale would be there. He had yet to learn his lesson about getting attached, after all. Every life he told himself he wouldn’t get attached, and every life it happened anyway.

Then again, he wouldn’t really be himself if he didn’t get attached, would he?

Cale laid back in his bed, staring at the ceiling for another contemplative moment before pulling out the vial Akkau had given him. He swirled it around, watching the cerulean liquid shine with power. The more he shook it, the more it lit up the room in rippling layers of light, like a projection of the ocean’s waves.

There was a violence to it, though. A back-and-forth in the bursts of light that resembled a dragon’s pride and ambition crashing against a cragged shore. No doubt about it—this elixir contained the distilled essence of a dragon.

Resonance. An entirely new form of magic, as far as he knew.

“Interesting,” Cale muttered. He watched it for a moment more, then uncorked the vial and tipped the entire thing into his mouth, swallowing it in a single gulp. “…And weirdly fruity. Huh.”

He did try to keep himself awake, more out of curiosity than anything else—he wanted to see if the potion had any effects he could feel with his mana sense—but he’d had quite the long day, and, well… he was tired. Before long, he found himself drifting off to sleep.

Hopefully that resonance vision would be relaxing.

 



 

When Cale opened his eyes again, he was sure of three things.

One, he was definitely having a vision. He’d experienced only a few of these throughout his lives, but they all had a very distinct feel to them—a little like the certainty of a lucid dream combined with a powerful sense of magic all around him. In this case, he could feel the might that was the essence of the draconic aspect practically burning itself into the vision.

Two, he was being carried by a dragon in their fully shifted form, though carried was perhaps a generous word for it. He was clutched in one of their claws.

Three…

“What kind of vision is this?” Cale scowled, kicking his legs as though it could free him from the dragon (it could not, but it did generate a bit of a breeze in the princess outfit he was wearing.) “Why am I the damsel in distress?!”

Far beneath them, a knight shouted, his voice full of righteous fury: “I’ll save you, princess!”

“Not a princess!” Cale yelled back irritably.

The dragon carrying him—who Cale was pretty sure was representative of the entire essence of dragonkind—made a rumbling growl of amusement. “You wished for the vision to be relaxing,” they said. “I merely obliged. Do not worry; your role will be quite relaxing indeed.”

Cale narrowed his eyes. “…You better have some really good tea. And baked goods.”

“Of course. After all, we dragons are famous for both,” the dragon replied, amused.

Cale, for his part, found himself mildly irritated by the fact that he couldn’t for the life of him remember if that was a lie.
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Chapter 36 — Impromptu Lecture


                It took Cale a few moments to remember where he was when he woke up. Part of it was the resonance vision, which… it was too early to think about that. The other part of him was expecting to see the same gloomy ruins he’d been sheltering in for nearly thirty years, so when he opened his eyes to gentle morning light filtering in through stained glass windows…

Well, he came pretty close to reflexively blasting them.

Mostly because he still hadn’t gotten over his last encounter with glasslight motes. Nasty little creatures. They were oddly prevalent in his last realm, presumably brought through by some long-shattered dungeon. Beautiful if you knew what they were and how to avoid them, but also absolute pests.

They were a counterpart to shadelings, in a way. They existed only in the scattered beams of light that were filtered through a pane of glass, and they danced in those beams like colorful fireflies. The moment anything entered that beam of light, though?

Stripped down to the bones. The act often shattered the pane of glass that hosted them, too. Honestly, of the two, shadelings were probably the more merciful variant.

Another knock came at the door, and Cale promptly remembered what had woken him up. He glanced at the other side of the room where Damien was still sleeping and quietly put up a barrier around him so he wouldn’t be disturbed, then pulled open the door.

Leo stood there awkwardly. “Good morning,” he greeted, lifting a hand in a limp wave.

Cale raised an eyebrow. “It’s still pretty early,” he noted, glancing back at the window and then stepping aside to let Leo in. “Couldn’t sleep?”

“Was it that obvious?” Leo bumped his horns against the doorframe and grumbled, ducking lower to get all the way in. “I slept, I just… couldn’t fall asleep again once I woke up. Figured you were most likely to be awake.”

“And you didn’t want Flia to try to drown you.”

“And that,” Leo admitted sheepishly. “You made some pretty big promises yesterday. I guess I wanted to be sure if they were real.”

“They’re real,” Cale said. “But it all depends on when you’re ready to head in there.”

He tilted his head toward the labyrinth door. It was still there at the back of the room, just as ominous as ever—more ominous, in fact, though Cale couldn’t quite place what made him feel that way. He’d learned to trust his instincts over the centuries, though.

Ominous was fine. Ominous usually meant there would be something interesting, albeit potentially difficult to deal with. It was when his instincts said something was dangerous that he really became wary.

Leo glanced at the door and flinched slightly, then took a deep breath, as if to steady himself. “Can you tell me more about it?” he asked. “You said you were there, right? In Karmia, when all this… happened. You must have some idea what this labyrinth was made from.”

“I do,” Cale said steadily. “You sure you want that story?”

“Well, I’m less sure now that you asked me that.” Leo made an exasperated sort of huff, and Cale snickered in response.

“You do want to know more about Karmia, though,” he prompted, his eyes gleaming.

“I still can’t believe you were there.” It was almost funny how the minotaur tried to hide his immediate interest. “I mean, there’s so much information we’re still missing. Why was it called the Age of Distortion? I read some analytical papers on the Karmian artifacts we’ve discovered, but—”

“Hold on,” Cale said with a laugh. “I only just woke up, you know. Let me at least get through my morning routine.”

“Right,” Leo said, embarrassed. He stepped back and took the farthest seat from the labyrinth door that he could.

Cale couldn’t blame him for that. He went about his business while Leo busied himself with one of the books he’d brought along with him—some sort of dissertation on living mythologies, it looked like. Specifically, a breakdown of the known Named, which Cale was pretty sure was the sort of book that would normally be found in the forbidden section of a magical library.

The Named were not the sort of beings whose names could be casually invoked, after all. A few of them didn’t care, but a book? That was basically begging them to intervene. But then Leo looked like he’d had this one for a while, so it was probably one of the favored copies.

Cale wasn’t too worried about it either way. If one of the Named came knocking, he’d just deal with it the same way he always did. He was curious about the book, though; he’d have to ask to borrow it at some point.

 



 

“Cale?” Leo ventured after a moment. “What are you doing?”

Cale blinked, startled. He’d almost forgotten that Leo was there, and he hesitated for a moment before he answered.

“It’s just… something I try to remember to do,” he explained vaguely. He was standing by one of the windows and staring quietly out at Utelia’s landscape, which he supposed might have looked rather odd. He gestured for Leo to join him, then tilted his head toward the rising sun. “I like to take a bit of time to appreciate the worlds I’m in. Especially if it’s a place that’s new to me.”

“Really?” Leo glanced out of the window, brows furrowed in confusion. “Is Utelia that interesting? I guess I wouldn’t know, since I’ve lived here all my life, but you must’ve seen things that’re… I don’t know, cooler?”

The minotaur winced almost as soon as the last word emerged from his mouth, but Cale only laughed.

“You’d be surprised. Utelia’s pretty special, I’d say,” Cale said with a grin. “But yeah, this isn’t the coolest landscape I’ve seen or anything. I’ve been to worlds covered in rivers of light, at least one realm made out of diamond, and I remember being summoned into the middle of some sort of apocalyptic holy storm one time.”

Leo stared at him blankly. Cale snickered.

“I’ve seen a lot of things over the centuries,” he said. “But what I’ve learned is that once you’ve lived long enough, it’s easy for wonder to bleed out of every little thing. Easy to forget how much the mundane matters, even in something as simple as the sunrise, or the rustling of the leaves, or the first shoots of spring pushing through the dirt.”

He hummed in thought. “I’ve been to realms that have lost all those things,” he said. “I’ve seen so many worlds fall to ruin, Leo. It’s all too easy for those of us with power to forget how difficult it was for life to reach this stage to begin with. We think life can recover, that it can find a way, but sometimes…”

Cale shrugged, falling silent, and Leo looked at him with the sort of slow-dawning understanding that felt a little too much like pity.

“Oh,” the minotaur said quietly. He hesitated, like he was looking for more to say, but before he could, Cale interrupted him with a change of subject.

“Which is why I want to learn Standard Array spells!” Cale said brightly. “Trust me, when you live long enough, it’s the little stuff that matters. You know what I’d give to throw a normal fireball? Or just change the color of an object? It’d be so convenient! Not to mention I’d love some kind of laundry spell—”

A flash from the landscape distracted him, and Cale turned back to the window. His eyes went wide. “Whoa,” he said, impressed. “Right, I forgot the other reasons. Sometimes, when you take the time to look, you see some really cool stuff.”

Leo blinked and leaned closer to see what Cale was staring at. His breath caught, and he stared out silently, fingers digging into the windowsill.

Off in the distance, at the border between the Starfall Desert and the Petrified Sea, twin storms had begun to gather.

On the left, glittering comets fell from clouds that resembled miniature nebulae, crashing into the jagged shapes of a dozen stone trees; where they exploded, magic coalesced, turning them abruptly into piles of shining, crystalline sand.

On the right, thick clouds boiled, dense with some sort of stone-based mana. They acted almost like liquid, roiling into bubbles that popped and sent bright flashes of lightning down onto the ground. As soon as that lightning struck, it turned the sand around it to glass and froze in place, calcifying into a brand new stone tree.

“It’s like they’re fighting for territory,” Cale said, impressed.

“I don’t… I don’t think I’ve seen both of those places storm at the same time,” Leo said, a little in awe at the sight. “I guess you’re right. That is pretty cool.”

“Isn’t it?” Cale let himself be smug about it for a moment, then turned away from the window so he could lounge back in one of his chairs. “Let me know when you’re ready,” he said. “You said you wanted to know more about where the labyrinth came from?”

“If I’m going to explore it, I should know,” Leo agreed, though he sounded a little distracted and hadn’t looked away from the storms. “It feels a little weird to my labyrinth senses. I might be able to figure out why if I know more about Karmia.”

“Either that, or you just want an excuse to learn more about Karmia before Imrys can,” Cale said with a smirk, and by the way Leo’s cheeks seemed to color at that, he wasn’t entirely wrong. “It just so happens that I think this labyrinth was created through an infection of the Karmian Well, so you’re going to learn how the whole Age of Distortion came about, too. Whenever you’re ready, anyway.”

“Just a minute more,” Leo said, still staring through the window. He was clearly torn, judging by the way he kept glancing guiltily at his notebook.

“There’s no rush,” Cale said with a little grin. “Still a few hours before classes start, anyway. Honestly, I’m impressed we got so much time to sleep.”

Though Cale was pretty sure that the elixir the Headmaster had given him had something to do with that. Akkau knew he’d be taking it, after all, and he’d adjusted the class schedule for today… Maybe that was meant to make sure they could all get a little more sleep.

 



 

Cale wasn’t exactly sure how it happened, but he found himself standing in front of an impromptu class, with a whole gaggle of interested students staring at him and eating up every word. There were a few professors in the class, too. No one he’d already met, unfortunately—something he was sure Imrys would confront him over later—but professors, nonetheless.

To think this had started because Damien had woken up and wanted to listen in. And then, once Cale restarted his explanation, Syphus had rolled up to their room and knocked on the door, along with Threek. And when he’d restarted his explanation for the second time, a new set of students had shown up, because one of Threek’s clones had been in the library and started animatedly talking to other students about it…

One thing led to another, and eventually they had to find an empty classroom just so Cale could talk about this.

“Okay,” Cale said. “No one else, okay? This place is full enough already and it is way too early in the morning for me to lecture you all about Karmia fifteen times.”

Everyone nodded and gave him eager, intense stares. Cale groaned. This was why he never officially took up a position as a professor. Hopefully he’d just have to do this the one time and that would be it.

“Also, only Leo is allowed to ask questions,” he added hastily, mostly because he could see that a few of the professors had brought entire lists of questions with them. Was this just because of his performance yesterday? Sheesh. “Anyway! If we want to talk about the Age of Distortion, we need to talk about the Karmian Well, and if we’re going to talk about the Karmian Well, then we need to talk about Hugh, the King of Distortion.

“Don’t worry too much about the names. Hugh just loves drama. He’s just like any other magical scholar, really—he spent most of his life researching dungeons and trying to revolutionize magic. The only real difference is that he actually did. He created a one-of-a-kind spell, a twelfth-tier conjuration-transmutation spellbridge.”

It was still one of his favorite memories, really. That spell had been beautiful. The tier didn’t quite do it justice, but that was the nature of the tier-based system for categorizing spells. Some of the students and professors recognized this, too, because they were already muttering to themselves and scribbling notes with wide eyes.

“For context, before Hugh, the highest tier conjuration-transmutation spellbridge I know of is eighth tier,” Cale added, mostly to highlight the achievement for everyone that didn’t get it. Once he was satisfied that everyone was appropriately impressed, he continued.

“The spell essentially merged all the dungeons beneath Karmia into a bottomless hole right in the center of the kingdom. That one spell was what kickstarted the entire Age of Distortion,” Cale said. This time, the reactions were much more appropriately impressed.

“Why was it called the Karmian Well if it was just a pit?” Leo asked awkwardly. Cale grinned.

“Excellent question!” he said. “It really was more of a giant pit. I even said it should be named the Karmian Pit, but it got voted down. Something about ‘not inspiring much public faith’ and ‘makes our kingdom sound like some kind of dump’ and ‘Cale, stop trying to give things in our kingdom ominous names.’”

The class fell silent at that, and Leo hesitated before he asked the obvious followup. “Were you trying to give things in the kingdom ominous names?”

“I had a phase too,” Cale said defensively. “It’s not like I tried to call it the Pit of Despair. Anyway! To answer your question: the name does still work, because it does kind of work like a well. When Hugh created that spell, he created a new, unique type of dungeon—which is the sort of thing that would qualify a spell as twelfth-tier all on its own, normally—and more importantly, he also created an entirely new source of mana. Channelburn-free mana, in fact.”

There were wide-eyed murmurs at that, and Cale grinned with satisfaction. A new source of mana was nearly unheard of. Things like mana potions could restore a mage’s mana, but not by that much, and not without incurring the buildup of toxicity that resulted in channelburn.

The Karmian Well, on the other hand, had no such limitations.

“Which is to say you could draw mana out of it the same way you could draw water from a well, in case anyone’s still unclear about it,” Cale added cheerfully. “And there was a lot of mana down there. Like, more mana than the people of Karmia could ever need. So! Can you guess what happened?”

About half a dozen people opened their mouths to speak, and Cale held up a hand. “That was a question for Leo,” he emphasized, exasperated. “This was a lesson for him! He’s the one that wanted to let you all listen in.”

Leo looked a little embarrassed at that. “I don’t mind if they answer.”

“You’re answering,” Cale said, deadpan. Leo coughed and nodded.

“I would… assume it brought the kingdom a lot of interest?” he offered. “A lot of researchers would kill to have mana refills on tap.”

“Exactly!” Cale beamed. “And not just researchers. Archmages, magical scholars, even some minor divinities started showing up so they could use the Karmian Well. It was a game changer for magical research and essentially a turning point for the magical development of the entire realm. It’s also one of the proofs we have that dungeons carry magic from stronger realms to weaker ones—once the Age of Distortion really got going, the appearance of new dungeons in the realm dropped drastically.”

“So that’s what started the Age of Distortion?” Leo asked. “The boom in magical research?”

“Sort of,” Cale said with a shrug. “People argue over when the Age started. The Well brought Karmia a lot of wealth and prosperity, but the reason it’s called the Age of Distortion hadn’t happened yet. That took a few months.”

Leo looked a little nervous. “Were there side effects?”

“Yep! But probably not in the way you’re thinking.” Cale leaned back against the wall and folded his arms, grinning. “A few months after the Karmian Well was created, it started burping out what people eventually came to call distortion storms. Basically, there was so much magic in the Well that every so often, it would just… boil over. Spill out these massive pockets of raw mana. And then, through some inscrutable quirk of Hugh’s original spell, those pockets of mana got transformed into these massive torrential downpours. Rain, basically! But—” he paused for dramatic effect “—magic rain.”

Leo turned in his seat as if to check if everyone else was just as confused as he was. When he saw they were—and that they were waiting for him to ask—he sighed. “What exactly do you mean, magic rain?”

“Excellent question!” Cale said for the second time, beaming. “Normally rainwater can’t carry much magic, but these storms did. A lot of it, in fact. Some people think it was actually just raining mana that looked like a liquid. Basically, distortion storms had a lot of magic and a lot of transmutative power; that second part is one of the reasons it’s thought they were a result of some interaction with Hugh’s spell.”

“Transmutation?” Leo frowned. “It could transform things?”

“Oh yes,” Cale said. “Started a bit of an outcry, actually, when they first started. No one likes their things getting randomly transmuted. But then people realized the transmutations were predictable and pretty profitable, so that outcry died out as soon as it started. Probably should have done a little more research before they decided it was a good thing, if you ask me, but no harm done. It actually started a whole new religion.”

“It… started a religion?” Leo blinked helplessly.

“Yep!” Cale thought for a moment. “I think they were called the Leyline Stormchasers? They believed the Karmian Well tapped into the source energies that drove the whole realm, and they also believed that distortion storms were ‘blessings from the realm itself.’ No idea if they were right, but I mean, the storms were pretty useful. Once the scholars figured out what they actually did, anyway.”

Leo flipped through his notebook a few times. “I think I saw something about this,” he muttered. “It wasn’t a record of Karmia, I think it was a different realm’s records of Karmia? They thought that Karmians were master alchemists.”

“Nope! That was the storms. They would hate being called alchemists.” Cale snickered a little at the thought. “Thought alchemy was too unreliable to be useful to a real mage. They’ve clearly never met a master alchemist, but I mean, I wasn’t going to tell them.

“It took scholars a few weeks, but they eventually managed to verify that distortion storms just shift anything the rains make contact with one conceptual degree to the right. Turns sand into glass, stone into brick, silver into gold. That kind of thing. Incredibly profitable transmutation at a moment’s notice, especially if you bottle up the rain. Merchants were basically rabid for the stuff.

“That meant the Stormchaser movement just grew and grew,” Cale said. “But the storms were getting stronger, too. The rains were changing more things at a time, the downpours were heavier, and things that used to be immune to the distortions started changing. Eventually, the storms got strong enough to start affecting people.”

He paused there, looking out over the class. They were silent now, staring at him like they were enraptured by the story he was telling. Cale felt a little awkward about the whole thing. He was just explaining what he’d seen! It wasn’t like he was giving them the secrets to the universe or anything.

“You’d think that would slow them down,” Cale continued. “But it didn’t. Not even a little bit. It just spawned a new faction of Stormchasers that called themselves the Acolytes. Basically they would chase after distortion storms in the hopes that they would be ‘blessed by the realm’ and granted new bodies, usually because they weren’t happy with the ones they got. Or just because they wanted to try out something new. The storms were a lot less consistent about people than they were about materials, so it was never really a guarantee, but honestly all the Acolytes I met were pretty happy with their changes.”

“What kind of changes were they?” Leo asked, leaning forward at his desk. Cale blinked.

“I don’t know? All kinds of things, really. Extra eyes, extra mouths, wings, tentacles, sometimes they’d change sex or just turn into a different species altogether. Honestly, they were pretty cool to hang around with. The new bodies they got were always really interesting.”

He paused again. “Which isn’t related to why I liked hanging out with them. Obviously.”

Leo raised a hand.

“Anyway,” Cale said hastily, ignoring him. “That’s a big part of why that time period is known as the Age of Distortion. Distortion storms and the rain that fell from them basically became both a driving force of the economy and very nearly a form of currency. All of which is important, but not as important as how all this relates to what was actually inside the Karmian Well.”

At that, many of the people in the class sat up, and Leo stiffened slightly. This was the part that was actually important for him. The labyrinth sitting in the room Cale shared with Damien had been birthed by the Labyrinth Plague infecting the Well, which meant that the contents of the labyrinth would likely reflect the contents of the Well in some way.

From everything Cale knew about the Karmian Well, that meant the things they found in it would be very interesting indeed. Potentially, they would accelerate Leo’s magical development even further, though Cale didn’t want to make any promises too early.

“Like I said, the Karmian Well was conjured by merging together all the dungeons underneath Karmia,” Cale said. “Which means even before the distortion storms began, the Well had elements from every single dungeon that was merged into it. All the same artifacts, traps, monsters, that kind of thing.

“Thing is, the distortion storms didn’t just affect the kingdom of Karmia. They raged inside of the Well, too, a lot more frequently and far more powerful than they did outside it. The monsters in the tunnels grew stronger and more intelligent, sometimes forming entire societies.” Cale winced a little bit. “Fractured societies, usually. It was a whole branch of research to figure out how to get them out—if you’re familiar with the spatial lock and the temporal cycling common to dungeons, you probably understand why.”

A few people looked uncomfortable as they understood the implications; Leo was one of them, judging by the way he frowned and stared intently at his notebook.

“In any case.” Cale sighed, then made himself continue. “An even smaller fraction of those managed to negotiate treaties and alliances with organizations from the kingdom above, usually assisted by one of the Acolytes. Or by me. I did a few negotiation runs.”

“Were you good at it?” Leo asked, blinking at him.

Cale stared right back. “I feel like I should be offended by whatever you’re implying.”

“I’m just saying,” Leo protested.

“I was pretty good at it!” Cale said. “Mostly. Look, my methods weren’t traditional, but they worked, okay?”

“What were your—”

“Anyway,” Cale said, moving on. “The monsters were one thing, but inside the Well, distortion storms were strong enough to affect even the artifacts that bled through from other realms. That was the part that was really dangerous—artifact transmutations were pretty much never stable. Something about their grounding concept, maybe? But the Well got more and more deadly because of it.”

Leo looked, perhaps understandably, rather nervous. Probably because they’d have to go into the Well. “What happened to the artifacts?”

“Oh, you know.” Cale shrugged. “I remember there was a grail on the third floor down that was supposed to pour out pure water, but one day it started pouring out, uh, blood. Sourced from everyone in the vicinity.”

Several people physically recoiled.

“There was this pack of tarot cards that was supposed to summon guardians from the major arcana to help a mage through the dungeon trials, except after one storm the deck started allowing inverted cards to be pulled. Pull an inverted card and it would summon the guardian to hunt you down and turn you into a new major arcana in the deck.”

“How does that work?” someone muttered to themselves. Most of the others looked appropriately horrified, though. Leo just had his face buried in his hands.

“There was a Ring of Fireball that somehow got twisted so it would burn your organs as fuel instead of mana,” Cale added thoughtfully. “Now that I think about it, a lot of the distortions were related to organs. Weird.”

“Was there anything good?” Leo asked tiredly, almost pleading.

“I mean, even those artifacts weren’t bad,” Cale said, and then when half the class turned their horrified gazes to him, quickly amended his words. “Artifacts are dependent on their users! The first one got auctioned off to a vampire. And the second one was handed off to the local adventurers’ guild so anyone with a death curse or something similar could immortalize themselves as a guardian.”

“What about the third one?” Leo looked only slightly mollified. Cale had to think for a moment to remember what happened to that ring.

“Gifted to a troll,” he said eventually, nodding. “She was delighted by it. No natural mana reserves, but great regeneration, so the flesh-as-fuel thing didn’t matter to her.”

“I can’t decide if any of this is better or not,” Leo grumbled. “Were there never any good artifact distortions?”

“They were rare, but they did exist,” Cale said thoughtfully. “…I don’t think they were interesting enough for me to remember, though. Sorry.”

“I am very concerned that you remembered all the horrifying ones and not any of the helpful ones,” Leo said, face buried entirely in his desk. Cale was kind of impressed. Mostly because the desk was flat and Leo had a snout.

“Anyway, that’s all I’ve got,” Cale said cheerfully. “Everyone except Leo, Syphus, and Damien, get out. Shoo.”

There were a few grumbles, but surprisingly no one fought him on the matter. Maybe his reputation had started spreading through the school? That would be convenient.

“What do you think?” Cale asked Leo encouragingly.

“I think I’m screwed,” Leo mumbled, depressed.

“Come on,” Cale said. “Any of that explain what was off with your labyrinth senses? If we’re going in, we need to know everything we can.”

Leo groaned, but to his credit, he did actually stop to think. He hesitated for a long moment before eventually speaking. “I… I think so,” he said. “It felt a bit like there were multiple labyrinths in there. And you said something about the Karmian Well having different floors?”

“They were sort of different layers as you got deeper into the Well, but yes,” Cale agreed. “You think the labyrinth might have replicated that?”

“More than that, maybe,” Leo said. He sat up a little in his desk, and once again, Cale glimpsed the mage he could be—the sort of mage that could push aside their exhaustion and hone their instincts until they knew. Until they cut through the mysteries of the realms and learned to grasp them for themselves. “Different floors, but also something moving through them and changing things. One of those distortion storms, maybe.”

“Interesting,” Cale said passively, but his eyes gleamed.

Now that sounded like something new. A moving storm that upgraded all the dangers and artifacts in its path, but potentially something that could be corralled, maybe even controlled. A storm naturally attuned to a labyrinth, bursting with mana…

A perfect seed for a second core.

Before Cale could say anything more about it, the scroll in his pocket vibrated in warning. “Whoops,” Cale said. He pulled out his schedule scroll to open it, but apparently, it wasn’t warning him because it was late—it was just letting him know his schedule had changed.

Akkau had come through, it seemed. Damien, Leo, and Syphus were all checking their scrolls, too.

Cale’s next class was now Elemental Resonance: Playing with Fire, apparently? That was Graystalk’s class, if he remembered correctly… which meant it was sure to be fun. Cale grinned. “Guess Akkau changed the schedule,” he said. “I’ve got fire resonance next. Does anyone else have it?”

“Um…” Damien raised a hand again. “I do, but… why did Akkau change the schedule?”

“Reasons!” Cale said cheerfully. Come to think of it, fire resonance was one of the ones he’d need if he wanted to get something close to a baking spell, wasn’t it? That gave him the perfect excuse to check on the Gift and see if he could re-evolve spells like [Burn]… and probably to see if there was anything waiting for him about the whole draconic resonance thing. He’d been ignoring it for a while.

Accidentally, and not at all because he was worried the Gift had peeked at his resonance vision and was judging him.

Then he paused. “I wonder how Flia is doing,” he said thoughtfully.
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Sacrifice Mage [Cultist Isekai]





Summoned. Sacrificed. But sent back to life with a star for a mana core.

Ross Moreland dearly wishes to spice up his dull life as a PA with something actually exciting. Like magic. His wish comes true when he gets summoned to another world. Then he gets ritually sacrificed.

Luckily, the banished sun god rejects it, sending him back to life with a starlike core, one that gathers a ton of mana to explode into being. Ross can’t use up the mana fast enough to prevent a fatal detonation with regular spells. What he can do is Sacrifice it all away, in return for incredible rewards. First, he just needs to join the very cult that tried to kill him.

Convincing them that a declining cult needs a cultist with a star core is the easy part. If Ross wants to get a handle on his mana core, he’ll have to navigate through evil nobles, fanatical vampires, and a sunless city that despises the weak. Good thing that it’s Ross’s turn to play with Sacrifice.

What to expect:

- Isekai in the style of Ar’kendrithyst and Cultist of Cerebon

- Training and magic exploration

- Some slice-of-life, some dungeon delving, some (eventual) cult-building

- Chapters between 2k-3k words
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Chapter 37 — Leviathan’s Blessing


                Flia was going to kill Cale when she woke up.

Not literally. She was far too grateful to the man to try to do something like that. But to just throw her into a conversation with the Leviathan? She wasn’t ready! She hadn’t even studied the Leviathan! Which wasn’t for lack of trying, either. The Leviathan was the source of her curse, after all. She’d spent years trying to find out more about it.

There just… wasn’t much out there. Not even here in the Brightscale Academy, whose headmaster belonged to one of the few species capable of traversing the Great Realms. It was one of the reasons she’d attended this academy in the first place, instead of any of the others. Her family had figured that this was where she had the best chance of learning more about the Leviathan.

And yet there had been almost nothing.

She’d learned more about the Great Realms, certainly. Her classes had included lectures on the dangers of cross-realm magic, the properties of the Outer Planes, and a brief explanation of the Abyss

Even with all that, she felt woefully unprepared. None of those classes had included any information about the Leviathan other than rumors, and most of those rumors were terrifying. They spoke of a creature large enough to encompass entire worlds and durable enough to withstand the pressures of the Abyss. What would possess something like that to give her of all people a—what had Cale called it? A blessing?

It sure didn’t feel like a blessing.

Flia had been so nervous about this upcoming dream that she thought she might not be able to sleep at all. Fortunately, it turned out that she hadn’t needed to worry: it took her seconds to drift off the moment she let herself drift off in the small pool that served as her bed, and then…

Well, and then she found herself in the Abyss thinking about how she’d get back at Cale once she woke up.

Mostly because that was a lot easier than acknowledging the enormity of what surrounded her.

The Abyss was nothing like she imagined. She’d peeked in once or twice before, in her younger days, back when she hadn’t even known that there was something wrong with her magic. Her problems hadn’t manifested immediately. She’d just… fallen into her own puddle one day, and then nothing had been the same.

Her memories of that moment were scattered still. She’d been too young to really remember the details. Flia thought she remembered the sensation of pressure—the feeling of the Abyss pressing down around her, an immense, impossible domain of endless water. The enormity of it all had scared her to tears. She’d floundered in nothing for what felt like forever.

The next thing she knew, she was back in her mother’s arms, sobbing while her mother stroked her back and whispered to her in comforting murmurs.

She’d refused to use her magic for weeks after that.

Flia’s magic hadn’t fully matured back then, either, so the actual process of figuring out what was wrong had taken even longer. Not all her spells at the time created water that led to the Abyss, so it took months for her family to figure out what it was that scared her so deeply, and even longer for them to identify the problem.

She’d hated her own magic for the longest time, after that, and for an elemental that was very close to simply hating herself. She couldn’t do any of the things she’d grown up dreaming of. Couldn’t follow in the footsteps of her family.

Even now, her fondest memory was that of her mother singing a [Song of Rain] in her gentle, lilting voice. Second to that was the memory of her aunt dancing in her medicinal pool, lulling away the aches and pains of a dozen of the sick and injured. She’d dreamed of joining her sisters in the traditional Tidecalling ceremony when she came of age…

All of that was closed off from her. Stolen from her, even. And that was the other reason she was worried about this meeting.

A part of her was angry.

Flia didn’t know if she’d be calm enough for a conversation, let alone the mentorship Cale had implied. The rational part of her knew that offending a creature with this magnitude of power was a terrible, terrible idea, but the emotional part of her? That part wanted to scream.

Which meant there was a good chance she’d pull a Cale and stick her foot in her mouth. She snorted at the thought, then tried to force herself to calm. There was nothing to it, now. She’d have to face whatever came.

As if in response to her thoughts, far in the distance, a glimmer of light lit up the dark of the Abyss. It flickered into being slowly, first as a single point of light, then ten, then a hundred and a thousand; the pinpricks stretched out an impossible distance, like a spiral of stars disappearing into the deep. It took a few moments for Flia to even comprehend what she was looking at.

Eyes.

Those were the Leviathan’s eyes, opening up all along the length of a dizzyingly colossal serpentine body. With every blink, the first set of eyes shut, then the next and the next, creating an almost hypnotic effect, and when the first set of blinks was over—

—Flia found herself floating in front of the Leviathan, just a few feet away from one of those massive, glowing eyes. The slit of a pupil regarded her like she was less than an ant, and she felt a presence of magic so strong it made her own solidity of form waver.

That alone stopped her in her tracks. She hadn’t lost control of her form this badly since she was a toddler. Even the containment cube Imrys had exposed them to hadn’t affected her this much, and this was—this was a vision. Not even the real thing! Even across realms, even inside a dream, the sheer magic pouring off this being was enough to destabilize her.

Cale had spoken to this? He’d talked about it like they were friends! He almost sounded like he’d scolded the Leviathan! Living thousands of lives couldn’t possibly account for that. Maybe the Leviathan was just… humoring him, for some reason? She couldn’t imagine—

A long sigh echoed through the water, and the Leviathan spoke.

“Flia,” she said. “I must apologize. I did not understand the ways in which offering my blessing might affect a resident of the realms. It was wrong of me to impose such a duty upon you, especially so long before you could understand it.”

Nevermind. Cale had apparently not only spoken to the Leviathan but had also convinced it—her?—that she needed to apologize.

Flia didn’t even know where to start.

“…How’s the little one doing?” she found herself asking. She felt almost immediately foolish, but she wanted to know. “The Abyssal One, I mean.”

“It is good of you to ask.” The Leviathan dipped her head in acknowledgement, and then abruptly shrank. Flia blinked, startled, as the colossal shape before her suddenly became something closer to the size of a griffin. Small enough that she could probably ride on the Leviathan’s back, if she wanted.

She definitely did not want that. Even if her mind was very suddenly and insistently categorizing the Leviathan as one of the magical creatures she was so very fond of.

Dammit, Flia.

Thankfully, before she said something stupid, the Leviathan carefully nudged a small, glowing butterfly toward her. “See for yourself.”

Flia’s eyes widened. She held out both her hands, cupping them and waiting patiently while the Abyssal fluttered into her waiting palms. Her breath caught—the wings shimmered with a prismatic sheen that accompanied every slight movement, and more importantly, it seemed like it was… at peace, for lack of a better word. Not joyful, exactly, but curious and cautiously trusting.

“Time and memory does not work the same for the Abyssal Ones,” the Leviathan explained softly. She was watching the Abyssal with the same soft tenderness Flia herself felt. “Especially not within the Abyss. The moment it was free and understood how, it sealed its own memories, to be released when it has grown more mature and can choose for itself. When that time comes, it will remember all that was done by the Loomweavers…”

The Leviathan paused, then swam forward, nudging her snout against Flia’s hands. A gentle current prompted the little creature to flutter up and perch on her snout, making a small, chittering noise.

“But it will also remember you, Flia,” the Leviathan said.”You and all those young realmbound that fought to free it. I hope you understand the good you did today.”

“I…” Flia swallowed, then nodded fiercely, squeezing her eyes shut as though it would stop the tears. And the tears weren’t only because of the Abyssal’s innocent curiosity, or the purity with which it fluttered around the Abyss.

It was because that gentle current had prompted a memory.

That first time she’d fallen into her own magic and had been lost in the Abyss, she’d started crying. It was dark and scary, and she was too young to know where she was, only that everything around her was immense and awful and she had no idea how to leave.

And then an ocean current had grabbed her, warm and gentle, nudging her back toward the opening that had brought her there to begin with. A voice had followed: You are here too early, little one. Come back when you’re older, and I will teach you.

“You didn’t mean any of it, did you?” Flia whispered quietly. She reached up, hesitant, and the Leviathan lowered her head and bumped her snout against her palm. “You didn’t know.”

“I did not. But I regret it, nevertheless.”

Flia didn’t know how she’d ever been scared of the Leviathan. “Would I have been able to save the Abyssal?” she asked. “Without your blessing?”

“No.” The Leviathan’s answer was soft but certain.

Flia took a deep breath and nodded. She remembered that first sight of the Abyssal, lost and alone and afraid. She remembered the moment it understood—the moment it knew she was there to help, that she was there to give it freedom. She’d caught only a brief glimpse of its emotions, then, but even in that briefest of glimpses she had seen the utter relief it felt. The joy when it knew it was at least heading home.

“Then it’s fine,” she said, resolute. “If that was the only way, then I’d do it all again if I had to.”

The Leviathan smiled at her. “I chose well, then,” she said. “I am glad. I had intended to offer more guidance when you visited, but…”

Flia laughed, as absurd as it felt to do so. It was more a release of tension than anything else. “I spent most of my life avoiding you by accident, I guess,” she said. “Then Cale comes along and he sticks his head right in and figures it out.”

The Leviathan seemed to smirk, suddenly amused. “He is rather exasperating, is he not?” she said, her tone almost… fond. “He sometimes thinks too little of the magnitude of his actions, though I would not blame him for that. It is difficult for any of us Monoliths to understand life within the Great Realms. We are too detached, as it were.”

“Is that what Cale is?” Flia asked, straightening suddenly. She still had so many questions, and she’d heard those words before, hadn’t she? Back when that assassin from the Red Hunters had attacked. “A Monolith… what even is a Monolith?”

The Leviathan tilted her head, regarding Flia for a long moment. “That,” she said, “is a question that is only supposed to be answered when your core reaches at least the level of an archmage.”

The amusement hadn’t left her tone, though. Instead, the Leviathan coiled slyly, like she was preparing to tell her a secret. “What I can say is that no one quite knows what Cale Cadwell Cobbs is. We do not know if he is one of us. We simply treat him as though he is.”

Flia was much less amused. She stared blankly at the Leviathan, opened her mouth, closed it again, then sighed. “You… you know what you just said is terrifying, right?” she asked. “I don’t even need to know what Monoliths are to know that’s terrifying.”

“More than most,” the Leviathan told her, laughing softly. Flia tried to ignore the fact that the sea serpent’s laughter seemed to shake the very realms around her. Was that even possible? Did the people in the realms notice?

The laughter settled, though, and Flia didn’t quite know what to make of the look the Leviathan gave her after. “It has been a long time since he has allowed himself to grow close to others,” she said. “Not in any real sense, at least. He prefers to… disappear. To let others wonder. Do not let him, yes?”

Flia winced slightly at that request. “Easier said than done,” she muttered. “But yes, we’ll… try.”

It wasn’t like she hadn’t noticed it herself. All of them had. They caught glimpses of it every time the human got angry and something dark and terrifying flashed in his eyes, like he was holding himself back by the flimsiest of chains.

It might have been harder to spot, perhaps, if they hadn’t already seen Akkau do the same. Pain behind a smile. Flia wondered if that was just a part of immortality, or if there was something about those two in particular. The Leviathan seemed like she’d been through her fair share of pain, but she didn’t seem to hide it.

Then again, maybe she didn’t need to.

“Good,” the Leviathan said, smiling at her. “But I suppose we are not here to talk about him.”

“Right,” Flia agreed hastily, if only because she wasn’t sure it was a good idea to let her thoughts keep wandering. “Cale said you’d tell me more about the blessing you gave me.”

The Leviathan hummed. “Yes,” she said, looking down briefly; Flia had the brief, absurd impression of a sad puppy. “It was meant to be a gift. I may be a Monolith, but I cannot interact directly with the realms, for they lie outside my domain. I govern all that lies between, but it is within that absolute expression of my strength that my greatest weakness lies: I am watcher and spectator, the observer from without. I am not, and can never be, participant.”

She swam in a slow, lazy circle, as if to gesture to all the realms around her. “And so, if I wish to act within any of the realms, I must appoint a harbinger—”

The Leviathan must have caught Flia’s look of alarm, because she laughed softly once more. “Not that sort of harbinger, my dear. I do not bring an apocalypse. Perhaps herald might be a better term?”

Even as she said this, she was pushing her snout insistently against Flia’s hand. Flia glanced down helplessly, feeling a bit absurd. “Are you… asking for scritches?” she asked hesitantly.

On the one hand, giving scritches to something at this level of power felt like she was committing some kind of blasphemy. Possibly multiple kinds of blasphemy. It was nearly as bad as those paintings Damien kept. On the other, not giving the Leviathan scritches if she was asking for them felt equally dangerous.

And the Leviathan was cute, damn it. She wanted to.

“Obviously,” the Leviathan said, looking at her like the question she’d asked was ridiculous. Flia just sighed and began scratching the Leviathan’s scales gently, feeling absurd. Were all incredibly powerful mages like this? Did Akkau ask for scritches sometimes?

Flia abruptly envisioned Cale giving the Headmaster scritches, then banished the thought as quickly as she could. Not the time.

“As I was saying,” the Leviathan continued. “In order to take action, I must appoint someone to act in my stead. When I do this, I lend them a small portion of my domain. You carry within you a fragment of the First Monolith, the Law of What Lies Between.”

A small pause, and then the Leviathan swished her tail awkwardly. “…I suppose I did just say I was not supposed to tell you that just yet,” she said thoughtfully. “But I see no way of avoiding it. A minor infraction; do not worry about it.”

Flia blinked. “I mean, if I’m going to be your herald, I’d have to know, right?” she offered.

“Indeed.” The Leviathan nodded to herself, seemingly satisfied by that line of reasoning. Or communicating with someone across a great distance, perhaps? “I cannot explain what we are further, but that is enough to give you some understanding of your role, I hope.”

“The Law of What Lies Between,” Flia muttered. There was a lot she could infer from that name alone. “But why me? What do you need from me?”

The Leviathan was silent for a long moment. She swung her tail again, this time in agitation more than anything else, and then eventually spoke. “The Abyssal you saved,” she said. “It is not the only Abyssal One that is missing from my domain.”

Flia stiffened. “It isn’t?”

“No.” The Leviathan’s tone was restless, severe. “There are others. I do not know where they are, only that they were last seen near your realm. And so I searched for a herald that would understand. That would hold sympathy, even for something so crucially and fundamentally different.

“You must understand, most mages do not react to Abyssals the way you do. Abyssals do not belong within the Great Realms. There is an instinctive… disgust. A revulsion that exists through no fault of the mage. And among those that can work through that revulsion, there are many that would simply avoid the Abyssal, or find a way to use it.

“You, however… You see only the heart beneath, even before I lent you my power.” The Leviathan’s tone gentled slightly. “Though they are creatures born of tragedy, the abilities of Abyssal Ones are vast. Yet much like myself, in their strength lies a weakness—they are as weak to the Realms as the Realms are to them.

“And so given enough time and power, an Abyssal One can be turned into a servant. They can be crafted into artifacts that corrupt the very foundation of a realm. Some mages have succeeded even in merging themselves with Abyssals, creating abominations of power that tear at the boundaries of the realm that hosts them.

The Leviathan looked up at her. “You understand the problem, I imagine.”

“I do.” That sounded very bad, in fact, but Flia found to her own surprise that she was more incensed than she was scared. “You’re saying someone’s been abducting these Abyssals, and I’m the only one that can send them back. And whoever’s doing this is hiding somewhere in Utelia?”

“That is the most likely scenario.”

“Why didn’t you tell me sooner?” Flia burst out without thinking. “I could have tried to find them! I could have—”

“You would have died.”

The simple, matter-of-fact way the Leviathan had said those words stopped Flia dead in her tracks. She froze, feeling almost like she’d been doused in ice magic.

“I am limited in the guidance I can provide,” the Leviathan said, not without a tinge of guilt in her voice. “But I could and should have done more. Understand this, Flia—you possess a fragment of my Law. That is, in and of itself, a power you can cultivate that is distinct from mana. It is authority. It is the power of a Rule, and it governs all that lies between.

“I truly did not know you would have difficulty controlling it, or that it would affect your magic to such a degree.” There was regret in the Leviathan’s voice now. “But now that we have met, I can see why. Your affinity with my Law is far greater than I had anticipated. You have been using it subconsciously—to connect with magical creatures, to deepen the bonds you forge, and even to weave probability itself around you. Without conscious control, that power leaks into your every action.

“Reach into your core.” The Leviathan spoke the words authoritatively, like it was imparting some deep secret unto her. “You will recognize my power now that you have met me. It resides within you, waiting for your touch. And when you do…”

The Leviathan swam forward, booping her gently with her snout.

“Grasp it with all that you are,” she said. “Use that heart of yours, Flia, and bind it to your magic. The Gift, for all its faults, will do the rest. It is truly a marvellous creation.”

Flia woke up gasping, the currents of water in the pool she slept in swirling and splashing rapidly as if in turmoil. She swallowed, struggling to understand everything she’d seen. What the Leviathan had implied.

A part of her had almost worried that Damien and Leo would leave her behind, with everything they’d gained, but this?

She could do something with this. If she understood this correctly, then everything was connected. The Great Realms by the Abyss, yes, but also people to one another. One event to the next.

The Red Hunters to their school, and their school to her friends.

Besides, if anyone else on Utelia was capturing and using Abyssal Ones, it would be them. What else could explain the powers they exhibited? That archmage had managed to sneak past Syphus’s sight, of all things.

Flia sat in her pool, staring at the glowing water as it swirled with a gentle current. Her expression hardened, and she took a deep breath, then closed her eyes and dove into her core.

No classes today. Not until she understood exactly what this was and how she could use it.

            
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from SilverLinings
                        

                    

                    Flia chapter! 

Cale Fact: One time Cale convinced the Leviathan to make the Abyss taste like lemons. It lasted for about two seconds and caused a lot of chaos.

I’m tired today so it’s a short one. Have a good weekend folks! Remember to drink your lemons and brush your water.

I have a Patreon that’s 11 chapters ahead, and also a Discord. Come help me build a community!



                



Chapter 38 — Status Update


                    
                        
                            
                            A note from SilverLinings
                        

                    

                    Posting early because of a thing! So, uh, I was not kidding when I said I was out of it in that last author notes, and I only now realized I missed an entire chapter… somehow. Genuinely no clue how it happened. I am very sorry! This is the correct chapter 38, and I’ll be moving the other one to 39.

I need to schedule things when I’m not sick, apparently??



                

                Cale wasn’t exactly sure how it worked, but there was apparently something rousing about giving lectures about the history of the Great Realms. He was far more awake than he had been about an hour ago. This, to him, seemed deeply offensive; the very idea that anything was more effective than his usual routine of staring straight at the sun until he woke up felt like blasphemy.

This meant he’d need to find people to lecture in his next life just to wake himself up! That sounded far too time-consuming. Maybe if Sternkessel made good on his word and didn’t mind waking up to a lecture or two…

Otherwise he’d have to put in the effort to find more apprentices. Cale tried not to think too hard about that one. His next life was inevitable, but dwelling on the idea rarely led to anything good.

In any case, he was awake enough now to consider the implications of that resonance vision, so there was that! He’d been excited about it when he first woke up, of course, but in the early morning he hadn’t quite been able to untangle vision from dream. And then Leo had wandered into his room and distracted him, so he’d just sort of dealt with the Gift’s insistent nudging the entire time.

Enough time had passed now that everything that was just a dream had faded, leaving the memory of the resonance vision crystal-clear in his mind. It was a good thing visions didn’t follow the same rules as most dreams, or they’d be virtually useless.

The good news was that Cale understood this whole resonance thing a little more, thanks to that vision. He didn’t have the whole picture just yet—figuring out the entire system from just a single vision was beyond even his capabilities—but at the very least he now had a basic idea of what it was and what it did.

Resonance was essentially about understanding and connecting with the essence of an aspect. It was pretty similar to what he’d said about connecting with their aspects to his apprentices just yesterday, except here on Utelia it seemed to go just a step further. Enough of a connection with a mana aspect led to resonance, and resonance was…

Well, mana aspects were magical embodiments of a concept, and they existed at different levels of abstraction. Because they had those different levels of abstraction, they were often amalgamations of a number of smaller, simpler concepts.

Resonance, then, was about connecting to the smaller pieces that made up the whole. Except with some sort of metaphysical component to it, it seemed. Whatever it was, it bound a mage’s understanding of an aspect to their mana core more tightly than was possible in other realms, making it easier for them to cast or create related spells.

Incredible. Was that a natural property of Utelia as one of the Great Realms, or had it been an invention of the Gift? The Gift certainly seemed to be able to use it, from what Akkau had said—if resonance affected spell acquisition and evolution, then it followed that the Gift tapped into a mage’s resonance to guide the formation of the resulting spell.

Unfortunately, the resonance vision he’d received hadn’t been able to give him many answers in that regard. It had been rather relaxing, exactly as promised, but it hadn’t involved much more than sitting in the dragon’s tower and waiting for the so-called knight to come rescue him.

Cale had promptly derailed that, of course. Like he was going to stand by and be some sort of damsel in distress. But he couldn’t help but be a little disappointed; he was expecting something a lot more… well, mystical.

Then again, the fact that it hadn’t been more mystical was probably at least a little bit his fault.

Possibly mostly his fault.

Honestly, he’d probably thrown things off a lot by refusing to wear that dress.

Anyway.

The draconic aspect, it turned out, had a lot to do with the mythological roots of dragonkind. The underlying concepts bound to it were closely tied to classical tales of dragons, and so the vision had attempted to take him through exactly that. The classic story of a princess kidnapped by a dragon and of the knight sent to rescue her.

In that sense, it wasn’t the vision’s fault that Cale had undermined it so thoroughly. Fortunately, that hadn’t affected his acquisition of the new resonance, and Cale found himself looking forward to other visions in the future.

The whole princess-and-dragon thing was obviously not the only classic that involved dragons. As his draconic resonance grew, he would receive other visions, each one exploring other mythologies and origins for dragonkind. Tales from other cultures all around Earth, in other words.

Cale felt a small pang in his heart at the thought.

It had been a long time since he’d truly involved himself with Earth’s old stories. This path he was going down essentially guaranteed he’d be immersing himself in his home once more, and while he was looking forward to it, a small part of him was dreading it as well.

On the one hand, it was nice to see some piece of humanity live on. On the other… it was a reminder of how alone he was.

Though less alone now than ever before, he supposed. Cale smiled slightly to himself. He wasn’t used to the idea of not being alone, but now he had Sternkessel, who at least knew. And while Akkau couldn’t retain any memory of it, there had been a moment where—guarded by Cale’s barriers—he’d been able to remember long enough to promise his help.

Which meant he had not one, but two. Two others who might live as long as he did, who were willing to work with him and whose existences might not be constrained to a single realm or stuck between them.

And yet…

The wood from the desk snapped under his fingers, startling everyone aside from Cale. Syphus and Leo stared at him in concern, and Damien darted over, his eyes wide. “A-are you alright?”

“Oh, I’m fine,” Cale said, plastering on a grin. “Barriers, remember? I just needed to remind myself of something, that’s all.”

Damien frowned. “Remind yourself of what?”

“It doesn’t matter,” Cale said. “Anyway! I have messages from the Gift to check. Shhh.”

Damien did subside, but he kept glancing at Cale, brows furrowing. That probably wasn’t going to keep working on the dreadshade, then.

Cale was going to have to remember that.

Partly to distract himself, but mostly because he was genuinely excited, Cale finally called up the Gift and read the words that were waiting for him. The first one caught his attention almost immediately.

You have acquired your first rank in draconic resonance!

The first rank of draconic resonance provides improved physical abilities, spell acquisition, and mana control. Complete integration of this first rank will take approximately seven days, depending on overall soul compatibility.

Cale promptly forgot everything he’d been thinking about to focus on that instead.

First of all, the Gift kept track of resonance! That was convenient, because Cale was pretty sure he’d lose track of whatever resonances he had after a while. It wasn’t like he could feel for it within his soul or anything.

That seven-day integration time and mention of soul compatibility probably had something to do with what Akkau had said about “acting like a dragon.” The more draconic he was, the faster he would fully integrate his first rank of draconic resonance and be ready for the second.

Cale wasn’t sure exactly what he was supposed to do to integrate this faster. Was he supposed to lean into draconic stereotypes to speed up the process? Apparently he acted a lot like a dragon anyway—the dragon essence in his vision certainly seemed to think as much—but he wasn’t sure how comfortable he was leaning into draconic stereotypes…

Eh. It was probably fine. He could just keep going the way he normally did. That was what had earned him his first rank, after all.

Cale hadn’t mentioned this to Akkau, mostly because he thought the old dragon might have a heart attack if he did, but part of the reason he’d been so eager to consume the potion was that everything seemed to indicate it would make him seem a little bit more like a dragon.

And that, in turn, meant that if Vekorax came to Utelia to hunt, it might very well come for Cale.

Cale was rather interested in meeting this hunter of dragons for himself. Mostly because he had some very stern words (and rather a lot of mana) ready for it when it did.

All in all, Cale was delighted by this development. Now all he needed to do was to test it out, which meant he just needed to get some spells to copy. Maybe his friends would be willing to demonstrate some spells for him…

First things first, though. More gifts from the Gift! Besides, he hadn’t checked on his full spell list in a while.

Congratulations on surviving your first day on Utelia! The Gift has been adapted to better serve your specific requirements, Cale Cadwell Cobbs. As thanks for your service in calming Ixix, the Dread Moon, you have been assigned a greater priority for spell construct evolution.

Your spell list is as follows:

Auric Passives:

[Blabbermouth]

[Escape Artist]

[Marked]

[Spell Intuitionist]

[Fire Resistance]

First Tier:

[Burn] (Evolution on cooldown — 2 hours remaining)

[Bestow Light] (Evolution on cooldown — 3 hours remaining)

[Decay Bite] (Evolution on cooldown — 320 hours remaining)

[Identify Artifact] (Evolution on cooldown — 79 hours remaining)

[Create Impulse]

[Taunt]

[Orb of Earth]



Second Tier:

[Lesser Reflection] (Evolution on cooldown — 160 hours remaining)

[Labyrinthine Affliction]

Seventh Tier:

[Starlight Font]

Eighth Tier:

[Plasma Transmutation]

Tenth Tier:

[Auric Dominion]

Twelfth Tier:

[Awaken Artifact] (Use on cooldown — 63 hours remaining)

Fifteenth Tier:

[Fangs of the Festering Fields]

The first thing Cale fixated on was the evolutionary cooldowns.

That answered one of his major questions—whether he could evolve a spell again after acquiring it. That he could evolve them again after some sort of cooldown was perfect; far better than losing the spell entirely with every attempt at evolving it, and technically better than just allowing him to keep trying.

Mostly because Cale was pretty sure that if the Gift let him, he would end up locking himself up in a tower and experimenting with evolving a single spell over and over again. That was the sort of thing that led to wizardry! And he had nothing against wizards, but then they’d try to recruit him for their whole Universal Wizard Order again, and it would be a whole thing.

No, the cooldown was perfect for him. It helped that Cale was pretty sure that whole thing about being “assigned a greater priority” meant that his cooldowns were lower than everyone else’s.

Last but not least, [Burn]‘s cooldown ended around the same time his next class started—the one for fire resonance. That would be the perfect opportunity for him to evolve some sort of baking spell, assuming he acquired his first rank of fire resonance. He could get some ingredients from Alina, maybe? And then he could focus on evolving some sort of [Baker’s Oven]…

Although it had been a while since he’d done any sort of baking. Even longer since his last encounter with a mage that specialized in baking magic. He was pretty sure a [Baker’s Oven] had some tangible benefits over just using an actual oven, but he had no idea what they were.

If the Gift didn’t tell him directly, he’d have to borrow some extra ingredients and run some experiments back-to-back. Maybe try baking a few different types of bread.

Lost in thought, Cale didn’t notice his apprentices staring at him until Leo spoke out loud.

“Now he’s drooling,” Leo said, chewing on his pencil before scribbling something in a notebook. Syphus was peering curiously over his shoulder, and after a moment, it reached out to point at an empty page.

“His barrier output increased, too,” the golem said. “You should make a note of that.”

“Are you two studying Cale?” Damien asked, scandalized.

“Yes. I got a new notebook just for this. Not every day you get to study someone that’s traveled the Great Realms.” Leo stuck his tongue out in thought and adjusted his glasses, then scribbled another note, looking up a few times as if to reference Cale for a sketch. “I’m sure Cale’s fine with it. Right, Cale?”

Cale wasn’t particularly bothered by it. It wasn’t like this was his first time being studied, and it was far more benign than most of the other attempts.

He did see an opportunity here to test out his newly-acquired draconic resonance, though, so he leapt at it with a grin. “Only if you three demonstrate some spells for me to learn.”

Leo, Syphus, and Damien all paused to stare at one another.

“…You know what? Sure.” Leo stood from his desk and stretched, a few of his joints popping as he grunted. “Only if we get to cast the spells at you, though. Syphus says there’s a lot to be learned from dueling.”

“I am a terrible influence,” Syphus agreed, looking incredibly pleased with itself.

Cale couldn’t help but laugh. “I’d be disappointed if you didn’t,” he answered brightly.

What a change. He supposed he should have expected it—he’d seen a glimpse of the kind of mage Leo and the others could be back in the Inverted Spires, after all—but the gleam in the minotaur’s eyes had grown since then. He wasn’t completely comfortable with his magic just yet, but he was becoming increasingly eager to grow and learn.

Just the same as any true mage, Cale thought. He hadn’t missed all the times Leo had gotten excited during that little lecture about the Karmian Well; he always caught himself after a moment, like he was reminding himself that all that priceless knowledge was buried within a labyrinth, but even that was only so much of a deterrent.

Cale had met mages like Leo before. Once he got over the worst of his fears, he would be unstoppable. His desire to learn would drive him to heights even archmages would be jealous of, as long as he had the right guidance.

And Cale, by this point, fully intended to provide that guidance.

Damien groaned and muttered something to himself before drawing his cloak around his shoulders. “Fine,” he mumbled. “I guess we have another two hours before class anyway… but, um, we should do this in one of the Astral Wing dueling rooms.”

“Probably true!” Cale agreed happily. That would make it more difficult for him to evolve spells without destroying the arena, but he was mostly just going to test spell acquisition, anyway, and Damien still wasn’t comfortable leaving the Astral Wing.

Honestly, Damien had incredible potential, too. It was just buried deeper within him, beneath a dozen fears about what he might do with his power. Underneath all that, though, Cale saw a mage that desperately wanted to help. To participate in the beauty of magic, and not in its destruction.

Come to think of it, he should probably introduce the dreadshade to Izzik. He was pretty sure the two would do each other some good.

 



 

It didn’t take long for them to find an empty dueling room—it was, after all, early enough that none of them were actually in use. Cale was fascinated to find that they were constructed out of a thick metal covered heavily in the same inscriptions that decorated the rest of the Astral Wing. These ones, though, appeared to be fueled by a different mana source. Probably so they would withstand stronger blows.

He would have spent a bit more time examining it, but he was excited to get to the spell learning bit for once.

Fortunately, that took no time at all. Cale learned to his absolute delight that draconic resonance did, in fact, improve his ability to acquire spells. It seemed likely that full integration of his first rank had more to do with being ready for the second, because the actual benefits of draconic resonance felt like they were in full effect.

His ability to acquire spells had been good to start with, considering he only needed to examine a spell to acquire it. [Spell Intuitionist] made sure of that. Now, though? With draconic resonance in play, all he needed to do was sense the spell, and a part of him just… understood.

You have learned [Pebbleblast]!

The pebbles clattered harmlessly off his barrier as Cale lounged back against a nearby rock, examining the new spells entering the list granted by the Gift with fascination.

Acquisition still only worked with low-tier spells, of course, but this was still an absolute boon. How many spells had he missed because he hadn’t been paying attention? Now he didn’t need to—in fact, he didn’t even need to look in the spell’s general direction. His mana sense was constantly active, and that meant that as long as a spell entered his range, he picked it up.

You have learned [Disorient]!

With draconic resonance in play, he could start accumulating spells just by walking around the academy. In no time at all, he’d…

Cale frowned. “Wait a minute,” he said, narrowing his eyes. “Is this so easy because it’s like I’m gathering spells for a hoard? I don’t hoard things!”

“Um…” Damien blinked at him mid-spell, wisps of decay mana evaporating before being sucked into the academy’s inscriptions. “Who are you talking to?”

“The Gift!” Cale gestured exasperatedly at the air while everyone else stared at him. “I’m not that much like a dragon. I should know! I tried to join a dragon nest once and they very politely kicked me out.”

“Okay, so, I have like five questions about that,” Leo said, raising a hand. Cale ignored him to glare into the air for a moment more before he subsided with a sigh.

“Is being compared to dragons that bad?” Damien asked hesitantly.

Cale blinked. “What? No. I just know if I actually let it get to my head I’m going to start bragging about it. You don’t want me in a bragging phase, trust me.”

He was flattered though. He just wasn’t letting himself acknowledge it.

You have learned [Basic Acceleration]!

And there was the other benefit of his newfound draconic resonance—it served as an early warning system, even when he wasn’t paying attention. Cale grinned. He wasn’t surprised Syphus had more interest in the duel than in the conversation; the golem was rapidly speeding toward him, fully intent on mowing him down.

For a moment, Cale was tempted to deactivate his barriers and testing his “improved physical abilities,” but he wasn’t quite that foolish. Instead, he grinned and slammed a sloped barrier into the ground in Syphus’s general direction, then watched, impressed, as the golem flung itself high into the air.

Good thing the arena they were in had a pretty high ceiling. Instead of crashing into the top of the room, Syphus tumbled into the air, then rapidly oriented itself toward the ground and—

You have learned [Conjure Sand]!

—conjured a massive pile of sand for itself to land on. Cale took a casual step back as a massive cloud of sand immediately burst into the air on impact, not that the extra distance made much of a difference. His barriers did, though.

When Syphus emerged, it was covered in a fine layer of sand and seemed inordinately pleased with itself. “Can we do that again?”

Cale squinted. “You realize you’re going to track sand all over the academy, right?”

“Obviously,” the golem said. “It would be an aesthetic improvement. More places and things should be covered in sand. Like the elves and their trees.”

“I don’t think the elves are going to like that.”

Syphus stared at him blankly.

Cale grinned. “Yeah, good point. Trade you for two more spells?”

“Deal.”

 



 

Cale was having a great deal of fun.

After the first few rounds, he’d started letting up on his barrier, if only because the onesided nature of three students casting spells at him was beginning to bore him. Besides, it wasn’t like he was afraid of pain, and he liked exerting himself once in a while.

It turned out to be a fantastic decision. He’d discovered that labyrinth mana tasted a bit like a mix of chocolate and mint, for instance. Decay didn’t have any more of a taste than the last time he’d tried eating it, though it had something of a smoky flavor without his barrier in the way.

“Sand mana just tastes like sand, though,” Cale remarked, trying to get the last few bits of sand out of his mouth. Syphus was watching him with something like either amusement or appreciation; he wasn’t sure which. Maybe it liked that he was willing to try tasting sand? It seemed very convinced that sand was the superior element.

“For the last time,” Leo said, exasperated, “it’s not sand mana after Syphus conjures it. It’s just sand. Syphus isn’t even using sand mana for the spell!”

“Yeah, but I wanted to see your face after I tried eating it,” Cale said. Leo buried his face in his hands, groaning something underneath his breath.

Cale just beamed. That was entirely worth it, in his opinion. Besides, he’d eaten worse things than sand. And he’d learned a few more things about his new resonance besides!

First of all, his physical endurance and reactions were better. It would still be foolish for him to take on Syphus without a barrier, but he could dodge some of its physically-enhanced blows now. He could outright take a hit from Leo, and while the difference in mass sent him flying, the impact didn’t actually hurt.

He could outright carry Damien around too, but the dreadshade didn’t really have weight, so that didn’t count for much. He’d just done it to see him yelp.

There was a final test he wanted to do. It was almost time for the next class—Cale fully intended to be exceptionally punctual for Graystalk, this time—but one of the spells he’d acquired he was pretty sure he could cast with minimal repercussions no matter what it evolved into.

He wanted to test the “improved mana control” that draconic resonance gave him. Maybe he’d be able to cast something at an even lower tier now.

Cale poured as little mana as he could into [Disorient], then waited for the Gift to take over, his eyes gleaming in anticipation. What sort of spell could his improved control grant him?

 



 

Cale entered his next class with Damien right behind him, both of them looking mildly mortified. They were very early indeed—so early, in fact, that no one other than Graystalk was in the class. The professor looked up at them as they entered, his expression impassive at first, then brightening as he recognized Cale.

Then his brows furrowed, puzzled. “Cale,” he said slowly. “And you are… Damien, yes?”

Damien nodded timidly.

“Very well.” Graystalk paused for a long moment. “Would you care to explain why the two of you are walking on the ceiling and covered in what appears to be sand?”

Cale shrugged helplessly. “I evolved a spell?”

There was a long silence.

“Now this I must hear about,” Graystalk said, folding his arms delicately across his desk and doing his best to suppress his laughter. “Tell me everything.”

“It’s not going to help if I say it’s embarrassing, is it?”

Graystalk’s lips twitched with amusement. “No, I believe it will not.”
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                Several things had happened when Cale attempted his cast of [Disorient]. The first among them, of course, were the messages from the Gift.

Mana overload detected! Attempting to compensate…

Adjusting spell construct…

[Disorient] has evolved into [Lesser Planar Reorientation]!

Cale was immediately delighted. It said lesser! That meant it probably wasn’t a seventh-tier spell. Maybe. Which was a good thing, because the lowest tier of spell he’d been able to evolve before had been the seventh-tier [Starlight Font], and it had taken all his focus to do it.

It didn’t necessarily sound useful, though… He checked the spell description.

[Lesser Planar Reorientation, Level 1] [Sixth Tier (Unique), Active] [1.0e24 Mana]

Randomly shuffles the directionality of all entities caught within the spell effect. May create new directions. The resulting shift lasts between 1 to 2 hours.

Cale caught the type of mana the spell was using a split second before it actually took effect. His eyes widened. This spell used the planar aspect—

—not that he could afford to think much about it, because as soon as he had that realization, the reorientation took hold and he found himself abruptly falling up, toward the ceiling. Syphus reacted almost immediately by casting a widespread [Conjure Sand], but the spell didn’t quite work as effectively as it had the first time. Instead of creating a pile of sand to land on, the sand just… fell to the ground.

Not before showering them all in sand, though. For some reason, Syphus didn’t seem entirely displeased by this outcome.

“CAAAALE!” Leo bellowed as he fell. Cale saw the minotaur try and fail to cast a spell to catch himself with, suppressed his amusement, and quickly wrapped his friend up in a soft-ish barrier to absorb the impact. “What did you do?!”

Damien wasn’t doing much better, although as a dreadshade, he wasn’t nearly in as much danger as Leo was. “Cale, what’s happening?” he asked, trying to suppress his panic.

“Oh, I tried to evolve a spell,” Cale said casually. Leo bounced on the ceiling as the barrier around him absorbed the impact of his fall, then groaned, disoriented. Syphus simply slammed into it with a sharp crack that split the ceiling, but the boulder itself was uninjured. And Damien…

Well, he was lying flat against the ceiling, breathing heavily.

“Sorry,” Cale added, slightly apologetic. Only slightly, though. He was a little too ecstatic about having finally cast a sixth-tier spell to be too upset about the results, even if being stuck on the ceiling was probably going to be a bit of an inconvenience. “I cast [Disorient] and the Gift turned it into [Lesser Planar Reorientation]. Who would have thought, eh?”

“I would have thought,” Leo said indignantly. “What did you think was going to happen? What’s the good outcome from evolving [Disorient]?”

Cale thought for a moment. “Some sort of group disorienting spell?” he offered.

“Which would have taken effect on us!”

Cale paused. “Good point,” he said awkwardly. “I did get a little excited. I thought I could just cast it at the wall or something.”

Leo took a deep breath, then let it out with a long sigh. “At this rate I’m going to need to go into the labyrinth just so I have the magic to deal with everything that happens around you,” the minotaur grumbled. Damien nodded fiercely in agreement, although Syphus seemed distracted—it was rolling back and forth on the ceiling, its scrying eye glowing brightly. 

“In that case, I take back my apology,” Cale said brightly. “I’m providing motivation for my dear apprentices! That’s incredibly valuable, you know.”

Leo groaned. “Can you please dispel this?” he asked, ignoring that remark. “We need to get to class soon.”

“Unfortunately not,” Cale said. “This isn’t an ongoing spell effect I can dispel.”

“What?” Leo stared at him. “We’re on the ceiling. What do you mean, this isn’t a spell effect?”

“This is the result of a spell. I can’t dispel it the same way you can’t just dispel a fire left behind by a [Fireball],” Cale explained. Leo and Damien glanced at one another, baffled, but Syphus just nodded as if this made perfect sense.

“That explains what I’m seeing,” the golem said thoughtfully. “Your spell alters the very idea of moving in a given direction.”

“Why aren’t you worried?” Leo grumbled, looking exasperated. Syphus’s eye twitched in a way that resembled a smirk.

“Because I’m capable of seeing all the directions I can now move in,” it said simply. “How long will this spell last, Cale?”

“1 to 2 hours, apparently,” Cale said, checking the Gift again. Syphus nodded.

“I’ll have to be careful, then,” it said. “It wouldn’t do to get stuck. But that still gives me plenty of time to work with this.”

With that, Syphus began floating back toward the ground. As it did, it shrank strangely, revealing inner layers of its main boulder thick with inscribed runes. Cale’s eyes widened at the sheer density of magical script and the half-dozen dead languages he recognized.

And also at the fact that Syphus was flying. In fact, he was more interested in the fact that Syphus was flying.

“How are you doing that?” he asked. “Did I just make a flying spell? Please tell me I just made a flying spell.”

“You’ll have to figure it out yourself.” Syphus was now somehow sitting on the frame of the door that led into the dueling room, and even at that distance it was very clearly smirking. “Or help me turn my arm into a spell cannon! I’d be happy to teach you then.”

“We’re already doing that later!” Cale protested, but by that point Syphus was gone. Cale sighed. “Rude.”

He’d learned a couple things from that spell evolution, at least, or at least he’d evolved enough spells by now he could identify some sort of trend. Spells that required rare mana aspects seemed to lead the Gift to shift the spell aspect in some way as the spell evolved, at least where resonance wasn’t involved.

First had been the mirror-aspect [Lesser Reflection] evolving into the control-aspect [Auric Dominion], meaning the Gift had prioritized evolving the effect of the spell rather than creating a stronger mirror-aspect spell. Likewise, the labyrinth-aspect [Disorient] had evolved into the planar-aspect [Lesser Planar Reorientation], prioritizing the idea of confused directionality rather than causing a new labyrinth to erupt out of the ground.

Cale would be lying if he said he hadn’t been slightly hoping for a labyrinth to erupt out of the ground. For purely bragging purposes, of course. Like he was going to let Imrys be the only one in the academy moving labyrinths around.

“How are we going to get to class like this?” Leo groaned, burying his face in his hands. “I don’t know what Syphus did, but I don’t want to do that, even if we could figure it out! I’m made of… you know, fleshy bits!”

“I guess it’d look pretty weird if any of us tried,” Cale said thoughtfully, ignoring Leo’s choice of phrasing.

He’d already tried about ten different times, of course, pacing across the ceiling in different directions. No matter how much he tried, he couldn’t quite figure out how Syphus had managed to walk in… whatever that “new direction” it mentioned was. Presumably it was possible, but he had no idea how to wrap his mind around it.

“Can’t you just recast the spell so we’re on the floor again?” Damien asked timidly.

“The Gift says the effect is random, so we probably got lucky that it put us on the ceiling in the first place,” Cale said. “Any other orientation could have us sliding along the halls or into a different dimension. Not sure I want to risk that over just waiting an hour or two.”

“Oh.” Damien looked down.

“Kind of wish I joined those expeditions into the Outer Planes now,” Cale said with a wistful sigh. This was the exact sort of thing those expeditioners were great at figuring out—moving in new directions was their entire thing. The problem was that joining them would have led to all sorts of problems, and, well…

Heading into the Outer Planes wasn’t really a good idea for him specifically. He had his reasons.

So many missed opportunities to learn, though.

“What do the Outer Planes have to do with this?” Leo asked, frowning.

Cale tilted his head slightly. “You don’t know?” he asked. “The Outer Planes aren’t separated by the Abyss the way the Great Realms are, so you can technically just walk from one plane to another. It’s a lot easier said than done, though—what are you doing?”

“I’m taking notes,” Leo said. He was, in fact, withdrawing a notebook from his bag—carefully, so as to not spill the contents all over the ground—and readying a pencil. Cale was only slightly thrown by the minotaur keeping direct eye contact with him through this entire process. “You were saying?”

Cale eyed him for a moment. “…I was saying that it’s easier said than done. The planes are layered on top of each other in ways that are… I guess the best word for it is topologically incoherent? There are entire fields of arcane study that revolve around identifying and figuring out how to move in the direction of a new plane.”

“How would you even do that?” Damien asked, interested despite himself. Cale shrugged.

“Don’t ask me. I never really got into it. I know there’s a lot of meditation involved; something about trying to connect your core with the pillar that holds up the plane. Sometimes you have to get through several of the Outer Planes to reach your destination.”

“That means people have made maps, right?” Leo leaned forward, and Cale shifted back slightly to avoid the sudden manic interest in the minotaur’s eyes. “What do the maps look like?”

“Gibberish,” Cale said, to Leo’s disappointment. “Don’t get me wrong, they have maps, but if you’re looking to get from one plane to another they give out these… directional leaflets? And they’re nonsense if you aren’t familiar with their terminology. Things like ‘turn left, then move charmward for 30 pins until your liver tingles.’”

Both Damien and Leo stared at him, although Leo’s pencil hadn’t stopped moving. “You aren’t making that up, are you?” the minotaur asked suspiciously.

“Not in the slightest,” Cale said dryly. “Trust me, I remember that one specifically because of how confusing it was.”

 



 

It hadn’t taken much longer after that for the trio to decide they needed to figure out how to get to class, even if they were going to be stuck on the ceiling for the next hour or two. Cale placed a series of barriers shaped like a staircase so his friends could climb up to the door, then just launched himself toward it with a blast of mana, catching himself with a soft barrier on the other end.

He could sort of fly with his mana, after all. It just wasn’t the same as the graceful flight that actual flying spells granted, and it tended to leave behind quite a bit of destruction.

Case in point, the ceiling of that dueling arena was scorched even with its defensive wards. Cale was probably going to need to explain that one to Akkau later. The wards looked expensive.

“Anyway, that’s how we got here,” Cale finished his explanation to Graystalk, whose lips were twitching with amusement. The professor was doing his absolute best to keep a straight face, to his credit, but it was difficult for him to do so while two of his students tracked sand all over the ceiling.

Cale was also pretty sure Graystalk was doing his damnedest to settle on a response that was at least moderately professional.

“I see your penchant for making my classes particularly interesting was not a one-time event,” the professor finally said, his lips twitching into a slight smile. He inclined his head toward Damien next. “I apologize for my previous conduct, young Damien. While this class is not Introduction to the Standard Array, know that I will treat you the way I would any other student, and that I look forward to having you back in that class.”

The poor dreadshade looked like he had no idea what to say. He’d hidden himself half behind Cale almost automatically and was now peeking out at Graystalk, his eyes wide. “Um… thank you?” he said hesitantly. “I’m looking forward to learning. Um. Sir.”

“Professor is fine,” Graystalk said, amused. “I would ask you to take a seat, but it appears the both of you will have some trouble with that for the time being. Fortunately, from your description, the spell should wear off before we head out. Unless you wish to try your luck with our resident wizard? I could issue you a pass.”

“Absolutely not,” Cale said immediately, causing Damien to look at him, confused. Graystalk seemed to expect it, though; he just nodded like that was the answer he was expecting, then flipped a page of notes on his desk. “Damien can go if he wants, though.”

“I-I think I’m fine,” Damien said.

Cale nodded knowingly. “Separation anxiety,” he whispered to the professor. “Common with new apprentices.”

Graystalk raised an eyebrow. “An apprentice already?”

“Four of them!” Cale said cheerfully.

“…and would you happen to be interested in acquiring more?”

Cale blinked. “Why? Do you know someone that’s interested?”

Professor Graystalk coughed once. “Ahem. Well. I watched your performance in the Inverted Spires, and it was rather inspiring…” he trailed off meaningfully. Cale stared at him.

He wanted to say yes, but he also didn’t want to prove Akkau right about the whole hoarding apprentices thing. And he had so much on his schedule already!

…He was also really bad at saying no.

“Let’s talk about it after this whole thing with the Red Hunters,” Cale suggested after a moment, to Graystalk’s evident delight. Whatever it was he’d seen when watching him, the old elf seemed like his love for magic had been rekindled; there was a new light in his eyes today.

Cale paused, rewinding the conversation in his head. “Wait, did you say something about going out?”

“Oh, yes.” The professor grinned. “I suppose you are rather unfamiliar with the process of acquiring a resonance, aren’t you?”

Well, he’d just gotten his first rank of draconic resonance, but Cale wasn’t about to tell Graystalk that. He needed the elf to be drinking water or something first.

“Well.” Professor Graystalk stood to his full height, then paused meaningfully, folding his hands behind his back. “Today will be the first fire resonance class for many students, thanks to Akkau’s reordering of the schedule. You will get an explanation along with everyone else when I explain the theory.”

A hint of a smile. “But suffice to say we will be heading somewhere rather heated to meet with a man who could very well qualify as an elemental god. Just the sort of thing you enjoy, I suspect. Perhaps be careful with that [Blabbermouth] of yours, hm?”

Cale sighed. “You’re teasing me,” he grumbled half-heartedly, trying and failing to hide the gleam of interest in his eyes. “You all figure out how to tease me way too quickly.”

Damien patted him on the back sympathetically. “You do kind of make it easy,” he said. “I kind of think you like it?”

“Don’t you start,” Cale said with a groan. He flopped back onto the ceiling.

Now he was going to need to wait for the rest of the class to get here. He was starting to understand why Professor Graystalk wanted everyone to be punctual.

 



 

Thankfully, it didn’t take long for the rest of the class to start filtering in, although the process was… chaotic, to say the least. It was the first class of the new schedule, so some students didn’t even know why they were here. Nor were many of them used to sharing a class with the rather eclectic group of Astral Wing students that joined them. To say that people were uncomfortable was an understatement, but to his credit, Graystalk did an admirable job of calming down the class.

“I will not be tolerating any harassment in this class,” the professor said, his tone severe. “You will make the effort to understand one another, or you will be removed from this class, and I will ensure you cannot attend again for the next two terms. I trust you understand the importance of fire resonance?

“If you do not, perhaps this reminder will help.” Professor Graystalk’s gaze swept the class. Cale was impressed by how cold it was, considering the warmth he’d been displaying only moments ago. “Fire resonance is by far the easiest and fastest route to becoming an archmage, and is required for full recognition by the Orstrahl Kingdom. A two-term ban will prevent you from acquiring your mage license for at least a year. Is that understood?”

Several students subsided immediately, though not without muttering to one another and glancing at Graystalk in confusion. Cale was willing to bet they were the ones that were used to the professor doing nothing about their taunting, and was once again glad that Graystalk had changed his mind. He could admire someone that committed to their words so thoroughly.

Likewise, many of the Astral Wing students—while thoroughly confused by this sudden change—looked relieved.

“Good,” Graystalk said after a moment. He strode back to his desk. “As many of you are attending this class for the first time, I will begin with a brief introduction of resonance and what it does for your magic. You will take notes. The average mage requires several months to acquire their first resonance rank, and that time only goes up as your rank grows.

“Even the best of the best takes weeks. Resonance acquisition is not a simple process. Some of your texts may suggest it is. If you remember which texts those are, I suggest you burn them. Any mage that suggests resonance is trivial is a fool, and you would sooner benefit from listening to the words of a liarfly than whatever nonsense they spout.” Here, Graystalk paused, looking out over the class again. “Any questions before I begin?”

An orc seated near the back of the class raised his hand.

“Yes, Mr. Fangtruth?”

“Orguk Fangtruth wishes to know why two students are on ceiling,” the orc grunted, pointing at Cale, who waved. Several students murmured in agreement, having been sneaking glances at the ceiling the entire time. Professor Graystalk sighed.

“That is irrelevant, but if you must know, it is because of a misfired spell,” the professor said patiently. “Any questions about what I said about resonance?”

Silence. Cale did see an elf—also seated near the back of the class, near the orc named Orguk Fangtruth—quietly taking out one of his textbooks and shredding it with magic.

“Very well,” Graystalk said. “Then let us begin.”

He launched into an explanation that Cale listened to with great interest. He’d managed to figure some of this out already based on the resonance vision he’d had, but Graystalk’s explanation filled out a lot of the gaps and clarified what gaining a resonance rank was like for a more typical mana aspect.

Apparently, the process was very similar for most of the basic elements. Throughout the four continents of Utelia were regions of high elemental magic known as Elemental Shrines. These shrines were natural accumulators of specific mana aspects to the point that they were able to manifest a connection to the very elemental plane that fueled that aspect.

Utelian mages could essentially create an imprint of that connection within their mana cores, improving both their ability to cast related spells and the Gift’s ability to create related spells for them. It was fascinating stuff, though the process of creating that imprint was itself rather complicated. Something to do with some sort of resonance artifact within each Elemental Shrine and earning the approval of an associated essence god…

Cale sort of tuned out by that point, and he was pretty sure Graystalk noticed, because the professor shot him a smirk. He knew exactly when he began losing his students, it seemed.

“In my defense,” Cale whispered to Damien, “I just learn a lot better by doing.”

Damien gave him a perplexed look. “Doing… the essence god?”

“What?” Cale blinked. Was that what Graystalk had been talking about? Could Graystalk hear them? He was pretty sure the professor’s smirk had grown—

The effects of [Lesser Planar Reorientation] abruptly faded, leading both Cale and Damien to collapse in a pile by the door. At almost the exact same moment, the door began to open, stopping only fractions before it would have smacked into Cale’s face.

“Ah, perfect timing,” Professor Graystalk said with a grin, moving to help Damien get to his feet. “Professor Sternkessel will be providing transportation to the Elemental Shrine of Fire.”

“Indeed,” Sternkessel said dryly. He reached up to flick one of the smaller rings on his head, and Cale blinked as he found himself suddenly upright and standing. He still needed to figure out how Sternkessel was doing that. He was pretty sure he knew how to block it now, at least…

Oh well. He didn’t really need to. Maybe if he sparred with the professor at some point. “Thanks,” he said, beaming.

Sternkessel inclined his head. “Is the class ready?”

“They are,” Graystalk said smoothly.

“Very well. Best of luck to all of you, then.” Sternkessel reached up, spun his rings once—

—and then the class was elsewhere, surrounded by heated rock and glowing pools of lava. Cale noted with some relief that the pools were warded to avoid incinerating them, probably because this place was so frequently in use by mages.

He also noticed two more things.

First, there was another class here, and judging by the fact they all wore neatly-pressed uniforms, they were from a different academy. Their professor looked… displeased by their presence, to say the least.

Second, the Elemental Shrine of Fire’s resonance artifact was an enormous, golden balancing scale, with a roaring tempest of fire mana on one side of it.

Cale grimaced. Hopefully he wouldn’t be expected to put his mana on that.
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                Unfortunately—or maybe fortunately, as far as Cale was concerned—he didn’t immediately have to worry about the balancing scale, because the professor from the other academy was storming over. Graystalk himself looked neither surprised nor worried, so Cale was pretty sure he’d been expecting something like this.

The other professor was… interesting. She looked to be some sort of gargoyle, for one thing, with skin made of surprisingly flexible stone and enormous wings stretching out of her back. It was technically possible she was a golem, but her mana core had none of the usual signs of being artificial, so gargoyle was far more likely.

The only oddity was that gargoyles couldn’t usually move during the day. Some kind of enchantment stitched into her coat? Cale could sense something there, at least, if not the exact nature of the enchantment. If only he could actually cast [Identify Artifact]…

Then again, she might not take to that too kindly. She seemed mad enough as it was. Or she was pretending to be mad, at the very least; her mana core didn’t seem nearly as agitated as Cale might have expected.

“We have a schedule for a reason,” the gargoyle professor hissed, stalking up to poke a sharp-looking claw into Graystalk’s chest. “The Brightscale Academy cannot change it on such short notice and expect the rest of us to comply! Do you think having a dragon as your Headmaster gets you free reign?”

Cale snickered to himself. She sounded almost exactly like Professor Graystalk had when criticizing him for not being early enough to class. Had she learned it from him? He didn’t miss the fact that despite her outward aggression, she was careful not to puncture the fabric of Graystalk’s suit with her claw when jabbing at him.

Some kind of performance, then, presumably necessitated by the relationship between their academies. What surprised him was that the other academy’s students didn’t strike him as the haughty noble type; if anything, they looked like they were spoiling for a fight. Three students in particular stood out to him: a serpentine lady wielding three daggers, one of them clutched in her tail; a hulking elf that looked like he had intentionally ripped his uniform apart over his biceps; and what appeared to be some sort of sentient sword.

The last one he would have assumed was a weapon if not for the fact that it was both wearing a uniform and wielding another, smaller sword.

…Cale had so many questions.

He didn’t get the chance to actually ask any of them, though, because at that point Graystalk began to speak.

“A pleasure to see you again, Professor Delia,” the older elf said with a polite smile. He was entirely unperturbed by the general aura of menace emanating from Delia and her students. “And a very good morning to the esteemed students of the Haelforge Academy. I apologize for the last minute intrusion, but I believe Headmaster Akkau sent a missive that explains our rather extenuating circumstances?”

Delia scowled and straightened, if only so she could cross her arms angrily across her chest. “You Brightscales always have extenuating circumstances,” she muttered. “We can’t keep accommodating for your extenuating circumstances.”

Behind her, several of her students murmured in agreement. Cale watched in fascination as some of them—as in, more than one, somehow—brought their blades up to their mouths to lick, all while staring at the Brightscale students.

“That can’t be sanitary,” Cale muttered to himself, wrinkling his nose.

At least there wasn’t blood all over their blades. That would’ve crossed a line.

The Brightscale students responded by bunching together defensively and glaring right back, their Wing allegiances temporarily forgotten. That made Cale raise an eyebrow. Academic rivalries were stronger than the prejudice against the Astral Wing students, apparently. Who would’ve thought?

You have learned [Basic Physical Enhancement]!

You have learned [Lesser Shadowstep]!

And that came from a Haelforge student surreptitiously casting a spell. Cale glanced at the student in question and saw to his surprise that it was a delicate-looking wisp of a girl hiding near the back of the group, avoiding eye contact with anyone.

Huh. Interesting. He’d have to keep an eye on her. The first spell he could have bought as self-defense, but the second… that felt like she was preparing for something.

“We will provide adequate compensation, of course,” Graystalk said mildly. “I am sure you understand the frequency—no academy is free from these extenuating circumstances, after all.”

Professor Delia narrowed her eyes at that, but some of the tension left her shoulders. “We need this class just as much as you do,” she said. “What do you propose? A duel for the shrine?”

Graystalk raised an eyebrow. “I was hoping we could simply share. It hardly matters how many students use the Firestorm Scale; you know as I do that the bulk of resonance training is done after its use, not before.”

“The shrine doesn’t have enough mana for that and you know it,” Delia said, scoffing. “Really, I was hoping you’d have a better solution than that. It takes thousands of mana just to fuel the first resonance rank acquisition for a single student.”

“Which can only be done after our students offer their mana to the Scale,” Graystalk countered smoothly.

“Offerings can only do so much.” Professor Delia frowned slightly. “What’s your game? You know how this works. Even if we both poured half our cores into the shrine it wouldn’t be enough to fuel all our students. It’s why we have a schedule in the first place—the shrine needs time to recharge between sessions.”

She paused. “Or is that your game?” she asked, stepping closer to Graystalk. Right into his personal space, in fact. There was something dangerously playful in her voice. “You know I’m on the cusp of getting my fifth rank. Are you trying to slow me down?”

Graystalk chuckled. “Hardly. I am on the cusp of the sixth rank myself; it would be foolish of me to sabotage us both.”

The students all let out a collective oooooh, even as Delia flinched as though struck. “Wha—when?” she demanded. “You couldn’t possibly have had the time—”

“Brightscale secrets, alas.” Graystalk smiled politely, but Cale didn’t miss the hint of smug satisfaction in his eyes. Neither did Delia, it seemed, because her scowl only deepened. “Regardless, the point is moot. We will have all the mana we need. Isn’t that right, Cale?”

Slowly, everyone’s attention turned to Cale, who had up until then been lounging with Damien near one of the rocks. He brightened as Graystalk and Delia turned to him. “Oh! Are we bringing me into this? I was just going to watch.” He gave the confused gargoyle professor a wave. “Hello! I’m Cale. Although I guess you figured that out already.”

Professor Delia took a moment to recover from the abrupt introduction. To her credit, she didn’t immediately dismiss him—instead, she stared at Graystalk, then at Cale, then swept her mana sense more carefully over him.

Her eyes widened. “You’re an archmage,” she said. “At least. Graystalk, why in the eight infernal realms do you have an archmage as one of your students?”

The Haelforge students almost immediately burst into excited whispers, nudging at one another and staring at him. Cale didn’t miss how half of them were suddenly flashing increasingly ornate weapons attached to their uniforms, nor the quarter that were visibly salivating.

Well, that confirmed his suspicions about them, at least. No sane novice wanted to fight an archmage. Honestly, he kind of liked them now. Maybe he could pit Damien against them?

Though with the nervous glances the dreadshade kept shooting him, that probably wasn’t that good of an idea…

“That would be telling,” Graystalk answered. “And quite the long story, I’m afraid. Suffice to say he has an interest in studying the Standard Array.”

“Another one?” Delia asked, exasperated. “Where do you even find all these—you know what, never mind. How is a single archmage supposed to help with the mana scarcity problem in the shrine?”

Graystalk glanced at Cale, and from the look on his face, he was enjoying himself far too much. “An excellent question,” the professor said. “I do believe Cale is a few steps away from archmage, in fact. A demonstration will be far more effective than mere words, however, so how about this? If there is insufficient mana in the shrine once Cale has his turn with the Firestorm Scale, we will leave.”

Delia stared at him suspiciously. “…What, just like that?”

“Just like that,” Graystalk said. “I will even re-allocate a quarter of my assigned credits to the Haelforge Academy.”

“That’s… generous of you,” Delia said, clearly even more suspicious now. “And what do you want from me if you win this bet?”

Graystalk considered this for a moment. “Well,” he said. “Your students appear to be eager to fight, as usual. How about a simulated battle between our classes? Not today, of course. Two weeks from now would suffice.”

Several Haelforge students cheered at that, although Graystalk’s own students stared at him in a mixture of disbelief and horror.

“You do remember that I have Chosen mages in my class, don’t you?” Delia asked. “I couldn’t even guarantee the safety of your students. You’re sure you want to do this? What are you getting out of it?”

Graystalk chuckled. “Let’s discuss that after, shall we? After all, there would hardly be a point if we happen to fail the first challenge. Cale, would you mind taking your turn with the Firestorm Scale last?”

“Hm? Oh, sure,” Cale said, slightly distracted. He’d been admiring the Firestorm Scale in question. The thing was enormous, and it looked like it was built to convert or extract almost any mana type placed on one side of the Scale. It would have trouble with some aspects, of course—Damien’s primordial decay aspect would almost certainly give it some trouble, let alone his own prismatic mana—but all in all, it was an impressive thing. Essentially a divine artifact all on its own.

…Cale still wasn’t sure it would be able to handle the sheer quantity he’d be giving it. If anything, he was very sure it couldn’t, at least not without the extra control he’d gained from his one rank in draconic resonance. Good thing Akkau had given that to him when he did; he could only imagine the reactions if he accidentally broke this thing.

“I’ll need some time to prepare anyway, just to be safe,” Cale added after a moment, examining the Scale critically. “Don’t want to break them by accident, you know?”

Graystalk smirked at that comment; Professor Delia just stared at him. “You can’t break the Scale,” she said. “That would require so much mana the Gift itself would struggle to display the number. Why would you even… you know what, it doesn’t matter. I don’t know what you Brightscales are up to, but I’m going to go tend to my class. You better be ready to allocate those credits to me by the end of the day.”

“Of course,” Graystalk said pleasantly. “One more thing before you go.”

Delia paused. “Yes?”

“There are only seven infernal realms left, it seems.” Graystalk shrugged. “Cale appears to have blown up the eighth.”

Delia stared at them both.

“It was an accident,” Cale added helpfully.

The gargoyle professor opened her mouth, held up a finger, then closed it again and let out an exasperated huff. “Ridiculous,” she muttered, turning to leave. “I never know what you Brightscales are up to, but of all the outlandish claims… and Graystalk, of all people?”

The older elf in question did his best to hide his amusement, but couldn’t quite stop his lips from twitching slightly. “I think I am beginning to see why you do this,” he murmured, glancing at Cale.

Cale beamed. “And I think I’m starting to see why Syphus likes being a bad influence.”

Next to him, Damien sighed and buried his face in his cloak.

 



 

Cale sat with Damien in a corner of the Elemental Shrine of Fire, watching with interest as each Haelforge student approached the Firestorm Scale and attempted to commune with it. They gave it an offering of mana on one side of the Scale, causing the whole thing to tip slightly, although never more than a single degree. After that, the roaring tempest of fire on the other hand would flash and grow, causing the Scale to tip back to its end. Then a small piece of fire mana would peel off from the storm to settle over the eyes of the mage communing with it, and they would find a place to sit and meditate.

To try to connect with the elemental plane of fire, presumably. They needed fire mana in spades to do that, though, and that was evident in the way wisps of that mana gathered around the meditating mages and flowed into their cores, building out that very connection.

It was fascinating stuff. He so rarely got the opportunity to witness entirely new schools of magic, and this felt like it qualified. What could have given birth to this?

It had something to do with the Gift, he was pretty sure. Maybe a side effect of the way it organized and categorized magic, or a result of magic itself being made available to everyone. There was a tendency for new things to manifest in realms where magic was more commonly available, and it was hard to get more “commonly available” than a realm that had the Gift.

Maybe that was even the whole point of it. It was itself an incredible assistive tool for learning magic, but it had also very clearly been created to develop new magic. The most obvious way in which that manifested was the way it created new spells, but there was no reason to assume it wasn’t capable of more.

Cale was really starting to want to talk to the god that created it. Akkau had mentioned something about the God of Magic, hadn’t he? It was probably best that he wait for his Divinities class, though. The last time he tried to contact a god unannounced he’d inadvertently caused rather a lot of chaos.

He didn’t exactly regret it. But still! Cale was almost offended the creator of the Gift hadn’t already reached out; he had to know that Cale existed, considering how it worked…

Oh well. Shrugging to himself, Cale turned to the dreadshade sitting next to him. The poor guy was huddled up in his cloak and staring out over the horizon with the same blank look Cale sometimes caught him with. He was doing his best to complete a partial attunement to fire, but was evidently struggling; so far, the Cloak had only managed to extract a very small quantity of fire mana from him.

“You doing okay, Damien?” Cale prompted.

Damien blinked, startled, and shook himself slightly. “Y-yeah,” he answered after a moment, albeit a little hesitantly. “Sternkessel’s keeping my mana leakage under control, I think? It’s nice of him.”

“Still worried about that, huh?” Cale asked, chuckling. “He didn’t offer to do that before?”

“He did, I just… I didn’t want to risk it.” Damien looked down, unable to quite meet Cale’s eyes. “All this is kinda new to me, you know? I didn’t think I’d be doing, um… well, any of this, really. Just, after seeing what happened with Izzik… well, you know.”

He gestured vaguely, and Cale nodded in understanding. It wasn’t uncommon for a mage to change their approach to magic entirely after experiencing something life-changing, and what Damien and the others had been through yesterday definitely qualified.

“Do you think it’ll work?” Damien asked suddenly, fidgeting with the edge of the Cloak. “I mean, even with the Cloak, I don’t know if I can attune enough of my fire mana…”

Cale hummed. “Decay and fire aren’t that different,” he said, giving the dreadshade a small smile. “Fire comforts and warms. It might be capable of enormous destruction, but it’s also the root of many, many civilizations. I should know, I’ve seen it.” He grinned, and Damien snorted slightly.

“I can’t tell if I’m horrified by that thought,” he said.

“I try not to think about it,” Cale said cheerfully. “Point is, decay is basically the same. It represents rot, but that rot fuels the circle of life. You need it so the new can take the place of the old…”

He trailed off, noticing Damien deflating slightly at his words. He could feel the dreadshade trying—he’d listened to his words, and was actively attempting to apply them—but something about his words had evidently triggered some kind of deeply-buried memory.

Cale studied his friend for a moment and sighed. “I’m guessing something pretty bad happened with your mana at some point.”

Damien winced. It was a small movement, but Cale was all too familiar with the defensive reflex, the way the dreadshade instantly closed up. “I-I don’t want to talk about it.”

“That’s fine,” Cale said gently. “You don’t have to. But just so you know… I’ve made my fair share of mistakes, too. Live long enough, and you’re bound to.”

Damien was silent at that. The seconds ticked by as he stared out over the horizon, but eventually, he asked a quesiton so quiet Cale almost didn’t catch it. “How do you live with them?”

Cale snorted. “I didn’t have a choice.”

Damien shot him a startled look, clearly expecting a different response, and Cale laughed at the almost comically worried expression his friend was wearing. “Not the most inspiring answer, I know,” he said with a little grin, letting just the smallest hint of his weariness slip through. “But it’s the truth. I don’t get to run away from what I am any more than you do.”

“That implies you get to run away a little bit,” Damien mumbled. “Because that’s what I do.”

“Oh, I do,” Cale admitted. He leaned back against the rock, thankful for the elemental wards that fueled the shrine; without them, the place would have been scorching hot. “All the time, as much as I can. It’s hard to stop once you start.”

He paused, then glanced at Damien, his tone casual. “What do you make of that? Because I know you’ve noticed.”

Damien hesitated, like he wasn’t sure if he was allowed to say what he was about to say. Then he visibly steeled himself and sighed.

“I think you should stop,” he said quietly. “Just for a little bit. It doesn’t have to be forever. You can slow down, or um… let your friends carry the burden sometimes.”

Cale nodded. “Probably true,” he agreed, and then poked Damien in the shoulder. “You should listen to your own advice.”

“I—” Damien started to protest, then snapped his mouth shut, frowning. “You tricked me.”

“I did,” Cale said, smug.

“…That doesn’t mean it doesn’t apply to you too, though.” Damien’s gaze was worried, and Cale shifted under it, slightly uncomfortable.

“My burdens would snap your back like a twig,” he muttered after a moment, folding his arms over his chest. When Damien started to argue, he held up a hand. “But I’ll consider it.”

“We can work on it together?” Damien offered.

Cale let out a disbelieving scoff, then grabbed Damien by the shoulders and started giving him a noogie. “You’re way too nice and innocent,” he said as the dreadshade yelped and started flailing. “Do you know how hard it is to say no when you do that?”

“N-no?” Damien squirmed.

“Good. Never change.” Cale shook his head and smiled as he let Damien go. At this rate, he really was going to give up his secrets to his apprentices. He saw too much in them. Too much of his old friends, his best lives, his greatest regrets…

Cale coughed hard and changed the subject. “Anyway,” he said. “I’ll tell you mine if you tell me yours, but not here. Can you tell me what Graystalk was on about earlier?”

“What do you mean?” Damien blinked, caught somewhat off-guard. “About what?”

“He said something about credit allocations,” Cale prompted.

“O-oh.” Damien paused, recalibrating. “Oh! Right, we were supposed to tell you more about how the credit system works… um. Okay. Here goes.”

Lucky for him, it seemed like Damien wanted to change the subject as much as he did. The dreadshade launched into an explanation of how the credit system worked, starting with the obvious—that four different Wing credits were required to make a ‘complete’ credit, apparently called an offering credit—and then into the reason why the Orstrahl Kingdom cared enough to give up precious magical artifacts in return for them. It was a little more than just wanting to sponsor powerful mages, it turned out.

“The Gift makes them?” Cale asked, surprised.

Damien nodded timidly. “Yeah. The Gift is meant to encourage magical study and use, so every magic academy gets an allocation of Wing credits at the beginning of each year. It wants us to interact with one another across different schools of magic and different types of mages, so it requires one of each Wing credit to make a complete offering credit…”

“Well, that’s not exactly working out,” Cale said, wrinkling his nose. “It doesn’t actually enforce who gets what credit, does it? The professors are supposed to give out credits based on Wing, but they can give out whatever. Sternkessel basically just gave us a full set.”

“That’s one of the problems with it,” Damien said, glancing away. “It’s supposed to encourage students to cooperate and share their credits, but um, that doesn’t really happen in practice.”

“Feels like it’s missing a step.” Cale grunted, tapping a finger on the floor contemplatively. “You’d want to reward people for sharing. What are these Offering credits used for?”

“T-they’re mostly useful to the Kingdoms and some of the smaller political factions in Utelia,” Damien said, fidgeting slightly. “Offering credits can be used to buy… boons? Blessings. From the Gift. So if the Kingdom of Orstrahl gathers enough of them, they could buy a blessing of health for their citizens, or some sort of attunement boost. The Brightgrove elves have one for acquiring spells, for example.”

Cale blinked. “Brightgroves, as in Nala Whiteleaf?” he asked. “No wonder she was so mad when I was learning spells faster than her.”

Damien giggled at that, in spite of himself. “I wish I could’ve seen that,” he said wistfully. “But, um, yes. I haven’t seen high-level blessings myself, but they’re supposed to be incredibly powerful. I guess that’s why Orstrahl is willing to give away artifacts for them… they still cost a bunch though.”

“I’d imagine.” Cale hummed in thought. “We can’t just use these offering credits ourselves?”

“They’re only for political factions approved by the Gift,” Damien said, shaking his head. “They’re mostly useless to us, which is why we just trade it with Orstrahl. Technically other factions would pay us for them, but…”

“They can’t match what Orstrahl is willing to give,” Cale said dryly. “Yeah, that figures.”

That did give him some ideas, though. Cale grinned to himself—he might have to get Sternkessel to let him pay a visit to the Golden Sands sooner than he’d thought. If he was right about the alchemical ingredients Izzik had been using, there was a chance he could strike some sort of deal there.

It would be some time before he was ready, though. He still needed to collect a bunch of credits first. Cale’s mind began to whir. He’d need to convince the other Astral Wing students that they didn’t need the rewards from Orstrahl’s artifact vault, and somehow convince the students to work together. It would take time, and he’d need to prove himself to them—

“Cale!” Professor Graystalk called. “It’s almost time. Are you ready?”

Cale blinked and looked up to see that the last few students were queueing by the Scales; almost everyone else was seated somewhere in the shrine, meditating.

The professors hadn’t been kidding about the process using up a lot of mana. The air was nearly dry of it already. At the same time… he scanned the last few students standing by the Scales, then raised an eyebrow. “I thought the Haelforge students were going first?”

Professor Graystalk sighed. “It is, unfortunately, a tradition for the more competitive amongst them to go last,” he said. “They enjoy competing to see who can move the Scales more, and it seems that competitive spirit has… spread.”

He sounded like he disapproved, but there was a faint undercurrent of amusement there. Cale smirked. “You’re just waiting for my turn, aren’t you?”

“I confess to some level of anticipation for your particular brand of antics,” Graystalk replied in the most impassive tone he could muster. Cale snickered and grabbed Damien to drag him along with him.

There were four students left from Haelforge and two from Brightscale. Four and four each, when he and Damien were included. Convenient.

Haelforge’s students included the serpentine lady with the three daggers he’d noticed earlier, the wisp he’d caught casting enhancement spells on herself, a full suit of armor he’d somehow missed before, and the student he was pretty sure was a sentient sword.

Brightscale’s students, on the other hand, included an elf Cale thought he recognized from Nala’s entourage and the orc that had spoke up earlier. Orluk? Corkug?

“Orguk Fangtruth will go next!” the orc announced loudly.

Right! That. Cale appreciated it whenever he met people that spoke in third person; it made it far easier to remember their names.

“Um,” Damien whispered, tugging at Cale’s sleeve. “I don’t know if I’ve attuned enough…”

Cale gave the dreadshade a once-over with his mana sense, then nodded in approval. “I think you’ve got more than enough in the Cloak,” he said, giving him an encouraging smile. “You did great. You don’t need to give the Scales a lot of mana. It’s not a competition.”

Damien blinked. “But… isn’t it literally a competition?” he asked helplessly, gesturing to the very clearly competitive group of students.

“Well, sure. Technically.” Cale cracked his neck and grinned. “And don’t let me stop you from doing your best. Remember: fire and decay aren’t that different. You can do this. Focus on all the ways they relate and attune, step by step. I’m just saying, if you’re worried about embarrassing yourself…”

He shrugged. “Remember, Graystalk put me in play. It’s not gonna look much like a competition once I have my turn.”
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Chapter 41 — Fire Resonance, Pt 3


                Orguk Fangtruth was very proud of his mana reservoirs.

He had trained! Endured! He’d spent years racing through the mageblight swamps of the Illwyld on a daily basis long before he even applied to join the Brightscale Academy. His mana core had been large to start with, but the swamps had helped train it into something truly monstrous: there was a reason most mages that attempted to train themselves that way perished.

Not him, though. Not Orguk Fangtruth. He let the vines pump his core full of that corrosive, sickly magic that ate away at his mana, and he used that to grow constantly. It was well-known that emptying your core and forcing it to refill itself helped a mage train their mana capacity, but he had taken it a step further. By letting mageblight fill his system, he forced his core to battle to produce mana just to survive.

There were some that might have called that sort of training extreme, but Orguk Fangtruth simply called them cowards. How could any aspiring battlemage not use any and every available method to grow their cores? He firmly believed that all those fancy tricks with spell constructs didn’t matter in the face of raw, overwhelming power.

It was simple. In any battle between two mages, the one with the biggest mana core would eventually win. And Orguk Fangtruth was determined to be the biggest of them all.

His most powerful spell cost a whopping thirty-two thousand mana. He could cast it three times! Sure, his professors called it a “shockingly inefficient spell” and “I beg thee to spend any amount of time refining your connection to the Gift,” but he was pretty sure they were all just jealous. He had the biggest mana core and the biggest spell, so it made perfect sense that they would be.

He took a deep breath and glared at the Firestorm Scale like it was a long-hated enemy. “Orguk Fangtruth will make his mother proud,” he whispered.

And he began channeling his mana.

There was a belief among orcs that each declaration of their name allowed their lost ancestors to hear them. Orguk Fangtruth didn’t know if it applied to immediate family, but he felt like it should. He hoped it did, anyway, otherwise he was pretty sure he’d look silly for constantly saying his name like this.

But her last words were that she would watch over him, and that was the only way he knew to help. He didn’t mind looking a little ridiculous if it meant his mom would see him become the greatest battlemage there ever was.

Slowly, the Scale began to tilt.

For every degree it moved, a ding echoed through the Elemental Shrine of Fire. That was the means by which a mage could measure the strength of their mana. The exact amount of mana required to move the Scale by a single degree varied depending on the day, but the average novice was unlikely to shift it by even one. A full archmage, on the other hand, could typically move it by ten.

Proud as he was of his progress, Orguk Fangtruth wasn’t foolish enough to believe he could match an archmage. He would be happy enough with five. After all, most other students hadn’t even been able to budge the Scale by a single degree. The most so far had been two.

A second ding resounded through the shrine, and Orguk Fangtruth roared in triumph. He’d matched the record, and it felt like he still had plenty of mana to spare. His core was beginning to strain from the amount he was attempting to channel all at once, but what did that matter? This was nothing compared to the mageblight.

A third ding resounded. Enough to beat the record, but not enough to satisfy him. He snarled and pushed himself further—

The Scale shifted by yet another degree, bringing his total to four. The tempest of fire mana on the other side of the Scale flared to new heights, as if in response to his passion; even through the environmental wards of the shrine, he could feel the heat baking away at his face.

And he wasn’t done yet. One more! He called up every last dredge of mana, every ounce of control he possessed. The Scale tilted by another half-degree…

But no more. Orguk collapsed with a groan, panting, as he finally emptied his core of everything he had. Four-and-a-half degrees was still more than anyone else had accomplished so far, and his heart glowed with pride.

“A good effort,” one of the Haelforge students said, stepping forward. Orguk blinked and looked up at them through the sweat stinging his eyes. It was that pretty snake lady with the daggers. “Well done. Though I’m afraid I’ll have to break your record.”

Orguk snorted out an exhausted sort of laugh. “Do it!” he said, thumping his chest and grinning. “Show Orguk Fangtruth the heights he has yet to reach!”

“Oh?” The snake lady smirked down at him, but she seemed genuinely pleased. Orguk took the opportunity to admire the sheen of her scales. “A Brightscale who understands the Haelforge Spirit. How rare. I will remember your name, Orguk Fangtruth, as I hope you will remember mine.

“For I am Caea of the Silver Shore, and I plan to kill the Dark Lord himself.”

She slid forward, toward the Scale, but not before leaving him a little present. Orguk Fangtruth blinked and looked down at the little dagger she’d left behind. She’d even done him the courtesy of wrapping his fingers around the hilt, all in one incredibly deft motion of her tail.

He liked her a lot, he decided, squeezing the dagger close.

Then the shrine’s mana descended on him, and he let himself slip into his resonance trance.

 



 

Damien was nervous.

Honestly, nervous didn’t really cut it for how he felt. He knew technically that everything Cale told him was true—the human had monstrous amounts of mana and would easily overshadow the rest of this competition, which meant that how he did didn’t strictly mater—but he couldn’t help but feel out of place among the rest of these mages.

It probably would’ve helped if he’d gone earlier, but he needed the time to attune his mana. Attunement didn’t come as easily to him as it did everyone else, and even with all that extra time he’d taken, Damien was worried he wouldn’t have enough in the Cloak to serve as an acceptable offering to the Firestorm Scale.

There was a certain irony in that. He’d joined the Brightscale Academy hoping to bring his magic under control, and resonance ranks were one of the biggest steps a mage could take toward mastering an aspect. If he managed to acquire a rank in fire resonance here, he would finally be taking a step away from decay. A real step.

And that the thought that he might fail and squander this opportunity terrified him.

It didn’t help that all the remaining students felt like they deserved an apprenticeship with Cale more than he did. Damien knew that thought was ridiculous, but he couldn’t quite shake it.

First there was that orc, Orguk Fangtruth, who blew through the previous record on moving the Scale by doubling it. Damien could feel the pressure of the mana he was releasing. The scariest part was that the orc’s biggest problem—and the only reason he hadn’t managed five degrees instead of four—was his poor mana control. It didn’t look like Orguk had noticed it, but the orc had lost a good fifth of his mana from wild, undirected bursts.

Cale was watching him critically and had evidently noticed the same thing. He clicked his tongue. “Looks like he’s been doing nothing but trying to expand his mana capacity,” he said. “Quantity isn’t everything, you know.”

Damien briefly stopped trying to attune his mana to shoot Cale an incredulous look, only for his friend to grin unrepentantly back at him. “What? It’s not. I should know. I just happen to have enough to make up for most of the drawbacks.”

“I don’t know if that counts?” Damien said. “I feel like if he knew how much mana you had he’d just be doubly convinced about the whole mana quantity thing.”

“Probably true.” Cale nodded. “You’ll have to convince him to take up mana control.”

“Wha—why me?” Damien protested.

“Because you have the best mana control out of all my apprentices.” Cale poked him in the chest. “And because you need to figure out how to socialize. That’s your first task as my apprentice.”

“I thought it was bonding with my cloak.”

“That too!” Cale said cheerfully. “Both of those are your first tasks.”

Damien just sighed. It was sometimes easier not to argue with Cale… though it felt a little ridiculous that he’d arrived at that conclusion after knowing the man for just about a day. The sheer density of events around him made things like this feel normal.

He went back to trying to attune his mana, but watched as the next mage stepped up to the Scale. This one was Caea of the Silver Shore—famous among the Haelforge students, if he remembered correctly. Damien remembered some of his senior students whispering about her in the corridors; she was a prodigy of some kind, it seemed. A genius even for the Haelforge Academy, although not the only one.

She proved it, too. Her mana control was a far cry from Orguk’s. She didn’t even look like she strained. She simply slithered up and shot the Scale a disdainful look, and moments later, it began to tip. If Damien hadn’t been able to feel the river of mana pouring out from her core, he would have thought she’d just scared it into tipping.

By the time she was done, she’d moved the Scale by a full seven degrees. Seven. That was almost archmage-level reserves, if he remembered correctly. How was he supposed to follow that up?

“She’s pretty interesting,” Cale said, his eyes following her movements briefly. Damien had the brief, eerie impression that he was looking directly at her mana core and dissecting it even from a distance, but quickly shook it off. No one’s mana sense was that precise. Probably.

Then again, he’d learned to question a lot of things he’d once considered obvious after meeting Cale.

Thankfully, Damien didn’t have to go next. Instead, Myrlen Tealblossom stepped up. He was an older-looking elven man who Damien vaguely remembered was Nala Whiteleaf’s cousin. Something about him being the next most favored of the Brightgrove Elves.

Unlike both Orguk and Caea, he didn’t manage to break the record. He moved the Scale by a very respectable three degrees before exhausting his mana, swaying slightly on his feet in the process; he would have fallen entirely if not for a quick burst of wind from Graystalk that startled him back awake.

To Damien’s surprise, he didn’t seem too disappointed by his performance. Instead, he gave their professor a quick bow of thanks, then went to take a seat far away from everyone else.

At which point the fire aspect mana all around them suddenly flared to life.

Damien yelped, startled, as what felt like half of the ambient mana pulled away from everyone else that was meditating and rushed to Myrlen instead. Caea looked mildly irritated, but simply closed her eyes again and redoubled her efforts, causing a small swirl of fire mana to stick around her.

“Whoa,” Cale said, watching Myrlen closely. “What’s going on with him?”

Damien hesitated for a moment, then forced himself to answer. “I-I think he’s one of the Favored,” he said quietly. “Some people are, um, especially favored by an element? Or a mana aspect. It’s supposed to be a lot easier for them to get resonance ranks.”

“Is he actually favored by something, or does he just understand fire more than everyone else here?” Cale asked, and Damien blinked.

“I don’t know,” he said. “I always thought being Favored just meant the elemental god liked you more? But I guess it could just be that he’s really intuitively aligned with the aspect…”

“Watch,” Cale said, nudging him. Damien blinked again and saw Orguk looking up toward Myrlen, frowning slightly. After a moment, he marched up to the elf, staring intently.

“Is he going to start a fight?” Damien asked nervously. “Why—”

“Shh,” Cale said, shaking his head. “I don’t think that’s it. Look.”

Myrlen hadn’t moved, but Orguk had moved closer still, squinting at the elf like he could make something out through the torrent of fire mana surrounding him.

Then something seemed to click. To Damien’s surprise, the orc’s expression suddenly cleared, and he took a seat only a few feet away from Myrlen and closed his eyes, sinking back into his resonance trance. Even more shocking, the fire mana around them suddenly stopped, as if confused…

And then it began to flow eagerly into both mages.

Cale whistled. “Thought so,” he said, sounding impressed. “That orc has some incredible intuition for magic. No wonder he’s so focused on mana capacity.”

“Intuition?” Damien cast Cale an uncertain look.

Cale nodded. “Yup. It’s a subconscious thing and it’s pretty hard to teach, but some mages just… have a knack for figuring out certain types of magic. Hard to explain, but you’ll get it if you keep an eye on Orguk. They tend to be able to learn just from watching other mages.”

“That sounds…” Damien hesitated, not wanting to put down the accomplishment.

“Like cheating?” Cale had no such qualms, apparently. “Eh. Kinda. It comes with its own disadvantages. Being good at deconstructing magic intuitively makes it much harder to do it on purpose if you come across something that stumps you, and it tends to make you kind of overconfident.”

His voice turned dry. “For example, these mages sometimes think mana capacity is all they need to become the best of the best.”

Damien winced slightly. “I guess that makes sense…”

“Yup!” Cale beamed at him, clapping a hand on his back. “I’m glad our students are interesting too. I was starting to think I might have to apply to join this Haelforge Academy instead—don’t look at me like that, Damien! I was kidding!”

Damien had given him a stricken, terrified look the moment Cale mentioned he might have to apply to Haelforge. The dreadshade let out an embarrassed cough and tried to wipe the expression off his face, even as his friend shook his head and gave him a reassuring pat on the shoulder. “I said I’d teach you, didn’t I? I’m not just going to up and abandon you guys.”

“R-right, sorry.” Damien nodded, a little ashamed he’d believed those words so quickly.

Cale gave him a reassuring pat on the shoulder. “Abandonment issues?”

Damien almost fell over. Talk about direct! “N-no!” he protested. “Well, not exactly…”

He really hoped Cale wouldn’t ask him to elaborate. Fortunately, he was saved from that fate, because the suit of armor on Haelforge’s side was finally stepping up to the Scale. Interestingly enough, he was doing so together with the other student, the floating blade.

“Huh,” Cale said. “Are they gonna make their offering together?”

“I think so,” Damien answered hesitantly. Something about them seemed familiar to him, but it took him a moment to place why. When he did, his eyes widened. “Oh! They’re Honor and Glory!”

Cale blinked. “That’s their names?” he asked, sounding a little skeptical.

Not that Damien really noticed. He just nodded rapidly. “Honor is the son of one of our professors, I think,” he said, pointing to the suit of armor. “Glory is the sword. They’re both imbued life, but Glory is a really rare example of a complete life imbuement on a sword. Normally they’re less, um, alive?”

“I’m familiar, yeah,” Cale said, nodding. His eyes brightened. “I’m guessing something about Glory being a complete imbuement makes them special, then?”

“I heard they can fuse their mana cores,” Damien said. He couldn’t help but stare, waiting for it to happen. The idea of mana cores being able to fuse was a source of a morbid kind of fascination. For most mages, the very idea of it was disturbing. A mana core, after all, had long been thought to be an expression of the soul, and while that had long been disproved, mana cores were still deeply personal things.

It didn’t seem to work the same way for this pair, though. Honor grabbed Glory by the hilt, holding him up toward the Scale, and both their mana cores began to flare and flicker in sync. One beat, then the next, and the next…

The entire Elemental Shrine of Fire seemed to hold its breath in anticipation.

Somehow, between one beat and the next, two mana cores became one. The new construct made a grand, regal gesture toward the Scale, causing a loud gong to resound throughout the shrine. The tempest of fire on one side of the Scale roared to life, flaring a good ten feet into the air.

Damien’s ears rang. He squinted through the sudden surge of flame to try to see how much the Scale had moved.

They’d shifted by a full ten degrees.

“Archmage,” he whispered, his eyes wide. Cale seemed impressed, but that was about the extent of it; Damien wasn’t sure if his friend understood that two novices had just leapt several stages of core development just by fusing.

Or maybe this was nothing new to him. It was so easy to forget how much Cale had already seen.

“That’s pretty cool,” Cale said in agreement, which felt to Damien like an incredible understatement. “You said one of our professors is Honor’s dad? How does that work?”

“Um,” Damien said, thrown off enough that he had to think a moment to find the answer. “I don’t think you’ve met him yet. He’s our swordsmanship instructor.”

“Oh.” Cale seemed disappointed. “Figures. I don’t know if I want to do swordsmanship again.”

“It’s one of the mandatory classes,” Damien said awkwardly.

Cale wrinkled his nose. “Well, at least the instructor will be interesting, I guess,” he decided. “I think it’s your turn, by the way.”

Damien froze. Sure enough, Honor and Glory had both managed to find a space to meditate, leaving Damien to go up to the Scale next. Cale gave him an encouraging smile, which… didn’t really help the nerves fluttering in his stomach.

Well, it sort of helped, in the sense that it meant he couldn’t just run away. He’d been considering it, but he was awful at saying no when he had even the slightest bit of encouragement.

That probably explained most of yesterday, now that he thought about it. Most days he would have shut down as soon as they ended up inside that labyrinth.

Very tentatively, Damien stepped up to the Scale and took a deep breath. He drew slowly on his connection with the awakened Manamorphic Cloak. It responded to him by fluttering against his shoulders, a rising tide of magic slowly wrapping around his core.

He could feel a small reserve of fire aspect mana waiting for him. It was everything the Cloak had managed to extract from his attempts at partial attunement over the last quarter-hour or so, and it felt pathetically tiny in comparison to the feats of magic he’d just seen.

It was all he could rely on, though. Unlike the others, he couldn’t just feed the Scale his regular mana—decay couldn’t be attuned even by artifacts like the Scale, and there was a good chance he would ruin the artifact besides. He needed to use only the tiny portion he’d managed to carve out for himself and store within the Cloak.

Damien tried to convince himself it was fine. The amount he’d converted was probably enough to count as an offering, even if it was a small one, and it would get him started down the path of acquiring his first resonance rank. That would eventually make it easier for him to do this same partial attunement. It didn’t matter how he did. All he needed to do was send in what he had.

It took him twenty agonizing seconds to admit to himself that he didn’t want to.

He didn’t want to settle for this. He wanted to try. He wanted to try the way he’d seen his friends trying, to put in everything he had and measure where he stood among the mages of his cohort. Damien had never cared where he stood before, but now there was an ache inside him, because he’d seen what might happen if he didn’t have the strength.

The Red Hunters were coming for them. They were willing to sabotage the school to do it. He didn’t know Izzik, but that lizardfolk man had almost died. Where would he be the next time they came if all he did was the bare minimum?

What if his friends needed his help and the only thing he could use were his stupid decay spells?

Without Sternkessel, without the suppression wards in the Astral Wing, there was a very real chance anything he tried to cast would hurt his friends as well as any enemy mage they were fighting. Decay wasn’t like fire, with an entire school of study dedicated to controlling and shaping it.

Damien needed to be more. And perhaps more importantly, for the first time in his life, he also found he wanted to be more. Cale’s fascination with magic had been infectious in that sense: he wanted to look at magic the way Cale did, to see a spell in terms of its possibilities instead of its dangers.

What was it Cale had said earlier?

Don’t let me stop you from doing your best. Remember: fire and decay aren’t that different. You can do this. Focus on all the ways they relate and attune, step by step.

Damien focused on that thought. He tried to sink into the idea that fire and decay weren’t all that different. Cale was right, he knew. Fire was warmth and destruction, both the spark that ushered in life and the ravaging force that often ended it. Decay, too, was—

—a force that led to ruin. Decay had rotted away at his first friends and his first home and all that he’d once dared to name family—

Damien gritted his teeth.

Decay was not what he’d allowed himself to believe for all these past years.

He clung to the memory, as ridiculous as it was, of Cale biting into the binding that controlled and contained that Abyssal One. That expression of decay was greater than any he’d ever seen. It had looked for a moment like he was staring at the very concept of a universal end, raw and unconstrained. The purest expression of rot infecting all of existence.

And despite the sheer, existential terror of that idea, Cale had bent that power and used it to offer hope and freedom to a creature that had never known either.

Because some things must end to make way for something new.

The thought clicked into place so smoothly that Damien almost didn’t realize it had happened. Decay was a process that resulted in loss, yes, but that loss created room for something else to grow in its place. He’d understood the idea intellectually before, when Cale had explained it, but somehow what he was feeling now was different, like he’d accepted it in more than just his mind.

The end of a binding had led to freedom…

…and the end of a fire could lead to new life.

Without prompting, an image crystallized in Damien’s mind with unprecedented clarity, almost intrusive with how much it demanded his attention. He saw a fire tearing through a forest, leaving behind nothing but cinders and devastation.

Like decay, fire could destroy. It could ruin.

But the remnants of that fire brought new life, and it did so through decay. Without decay, everything left behind in that devastation would be useless, dead things, organic matter left sitting in the ground. With it, however, all that was left behind could break down. Turned once more into nutrients that re-fertilized the soil.

There were plants, he knew, that took advantage of this. Seeds that needed the heat to germinate. But decay was the means by which the natural system healed, and though it destroyed everything that was left, it made sure there would be more to come after.

Something in Damien’s core burned, hot and cold all at once. His mana fluctuated within him in fits and starts, almost like it was responding to his newfound understanding. Decay was a primordial aspect and could never be completely attuned, but he could feel something new taking form, a potent combination from the cycle of fire and decay and growth and healing—

You have learned [Legacy of the Verdant Flame]!

What? Damien’s eyes shot open, startled, as he stared at the sudden intrusion of the Gift. The details of his new spell—not even a spell, an auric passive—spilled out in front of him.

[Legacy of the Verdant Flame, Level MAX] [Personal, Auric Passive]

You have comprehended the relationship between the primordial aspect of decay and the elemental aspect of fire. Primordial decay may now more easily be attuned to the formerly lost aspect of the Verdant Flame.

As a newly reforged mana aspect, the Verdant Flame is yours to explore, conferring the following bonuses:

This Legacy grants a single rank of Verdant Flame resonance.

This Legacy grants increased resonance acquisition for the decay and fire aspects.

This Legacy improves both decay and fire related attuning, spell acquisition, and spellcasting.

This Legacy can evolve, allowing you to return the Verdant Flame to its true form.

You have earned a Legacy. The Gift sees fit to offer an additional reward.

You have learned [Verdant Blessing]!

[Verdant Blessing, Level MAX] [Personal, Auric Passive]

When attuning for the Verdant Flame, receive a +20% bonus to conversion efficiency and mana output.

Damien stared, speechless. He’d never once heard of anything like a Legacy. The Gift’s phrasing implied that they were a known factor, something that could be earned, and yet if anyone else had earned them there would surely have been records. They would have talked about it in class. Something.

Why hadn’t he heard of this? Had he—had he somehow managed to find something new? Or maybe something old, buried so deep in the Gift that no one had yet discovered it, or all memory of it had been wiped,,,

The Scale chimed, and Damien jerked, startled, as they began to tip. He’d assumed he wouldn’t have enough mana to tilt it by even a single degree, just like most of the other students. Instead, the ding echoed through the shrine.

Once. Twice. Three times.

Three degrees. Exactly as well as Myrlen Tealblossom had done. Not incredible, no, but so far beyond what he’d been expecting that he just stared at the Scale, wide-eyed and slack-jawed. He only moved when Cale came up to him and clapped him on the shoulder.

“Well done!” he said. “I knew you could do it. Although that did feel kinda weird. Did something happen?”

Damien swallowed. “Um… you could say that,” he squeaked.

Part of him was scared, because, well, new things scared him. The significance of those new things scared him even more, in a way. But he couldn’t deny now that there was a part of him deeper still, a part he didn’t know he had, that wasn’t scared at all—that was excited instead.

Because this, more than anything else so far, proved he could be the kind of mage he wanted to be.

Almost impulsively, he wrapped Cale in a hug. “Thank you,” he mumbled.

Cale blinked at him, then patted him awkwardly on the back. “I don’t know if I did anything, but sure! You’re welcome,” he said cheerfully.

Damien didn’t quite have it in him to explain everything just yet. It wasn’t like he could, anyway, while the Haelforge students were here.

This felt like the sort of thing he needed to keep a secret.
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                    Looks like Damien’s having a grand old time up there with the Scale!

Magical Fun Fact: Intuitive mages all have vastly different methods of learning! Cale has learned over time that if a mage is following him around like a lost puppy, they’re probably an intuitive caster that focuses on barriers. This happens surprisingly often.

Patreon is, at the time of this posting, 12 chapters ahead (to the start of Book 2, as I’ve decided on a good ending point to Book 1). Also I have a Discord. Come help me build a community!



                



Chapter 42 — Fire Resonance, Pt 4


                Cale didn’t really know what had happened, though he did know that something had happened. He’d sensed something strange for a moment, something with an odd familiarity; stranger still was the fact that whatever changed, his mana core had responded with an odd twinge. He was pretty sure he’d experienced that before.

Oh well. That sort of thing happened all the time, anyway. As long as Damien was happy! Cale had long since learned what to prioritize as far as strange feelings went, and as long as something wasn’t setting off alarm bells, he wasn’t usually too concerned.

Case in point: that last Haelforge student! She was now approaching the Scales, brushing past him and Damien without giving them so much as a glance. Cale would have thought she was being intentionally rude if not for the sense of nervousness he could feel radiating off of her.

And he’d thought Damien was nervous.

More importantly, Cale didn’t really like the mana he could feel radiating off of her. Whatever aspect it was, it was esoteric enough that he couldn’t recognize it at a glance, which meant it belonged to a very short list of mostly incredibly dangerous aspects.

And he made it a point to remember the dangerous ones, too, so the ones he couldn’t remember were usually just ones he hadn’t encountered…

Cale frowned slightly. This was the same student that had cast two spells as soon as she’d arrived at the Elemental Shrine. They were low-tier spells, certainly, but they weren’t exactly spells that would’ve helped her with the Scale. Was she planning something? It would explain the nerves.

Then again, spell names didn’t always do a good job reflecting their function. There was always the chance they were weirdly named meditative spells. He checked the Gift, just to be sure.

[Basic Physical Enhancement, Level 1] [First Tier, Active] [50 Mana]

Grants a minor boost to basic physical abilities.

[Lesser Shadowstep, Level 1] [First Tier, Active] [50 Mana]

Silence your footsteps when stepping in shadow.

Okay, definitely not, then. Those spells were pretty much what he’d expected. Definitely nothing that would help a mage with the whole fire resonance thing. Then again, they weren’t exactly what he’d expect from someone planning some kind of attack, either—if she was planning to ambush them or attack someone, that sort of magic was far too weak.

Maybe she’d cast some stronger spells in tandem with the weaker ones? Draconic resonance would only help him pick up spells within the first and second tier. If she’d cast anything more powerful beforehand, he might not have noticed, although that was generally the sort of thing that drew attention. He’d been watching her pretty carefully after he caught her casting those two spells, so it couldn’t have been after, either.

Weird. Cale had no idea what she was trying to accomplish with those spells, unless they were meant to be used in tandem with something else. He swept out with his mana sense, just in case there was anything he’d missed—

—but before he could really get into it, Professor Delia strode past him toward her student. Cale switched tracks to focus on her, immediately curious. She hadn’t done this for any of her other students. For this one, though, Delia placed a reassuring hand on her shoulder and leaned down to speak, her voice surprisingly soft. “Remember what we spoke about, Kessi. Fire attuned mana only.”

“I know,” Kessi replied. Her nerves settled slightly, but now she seemed frustrated instead; there was a faint, irritated pulse of mana from her core that she quickly suppressed. “Thank you,” she added, a little belatedly.

Cale frowned and glanced at Damien. “You wouldn’t happen to know who that is, by any chance?”

“Um… I don’t think so.” Damien’s face wrinkled a bit as he stared at her, but he eventually shook his head. The faint wisp of fire mana around his eyes followed him as he did, but Damien seemed content to wait until Cale had his turn with the Scale to start meditating. “Why?”

“Just worried. Something doesn’t feel right,” Cale said, studying Kessi again for a moment. Was there anything else he was missing? Her species was unique, he supposed—she was an aetheral, a sort of jellyfish-like people he’d encountered three or four times throughout his lives. They were surprisingly rare across the Great Realms, in fact, so that might be a factor…

Cale wracked his mind to try to remember what he could about their people. They were rare in part because most realms couldn’t properly support them—they required mana-dense oceans to grow to maturity, and that mana had to be rich in a specific blend of aspects for their magical abilities to really blossom. They had mana-reactive skin that fluoresced in response to the presence and flow of magic, making them rather predictable and easy to read when it came to casting.

Now that he thought about it, that explained the thick layers of fabric that Kessi wore. It obfuscated her channeling and her mana signature, making her a much more unpredictable caster. The aetherals he’d met had been… somewhat less reserved, proud of their heritage and the beauty of their work.

In fairness, they had a right to be. Cale might not have encountered them very often, but whenever they were allowed to flourish, aetherals seemed to lead the charge for magical development throughout their entire realm. Magic came naturally to them, in part because it was so easy for them to see what they were doing. Where other mages had to work for years on developing their mana sense, aetherals could simply see.

That made it easy for them to start working with magic far sooner than almost any other species. They could experiment with magic, spell structures, and even refining their own mana cores far before anyone else.

Most importantly of all, the species as a whole had a natural affinity for divination and precognitive magic, allowing them to divine the outcomes of their own experiments and avoid the most disastrous.

If there were aetherals on Utelia, they should have been dominant. What was one of them doing as a quiet girl in her first year of magic class? And attempting to gain a rank of fire resonance, no less? It seemed unlikely that she would need it: despite her nerves, her mana flowed with the sort of steady confidence Cale had come to recognize as a sign of someone with experience.

He couldn’t imagine Kessi needed fire resonance unless she had problems similar to Damien’s. Which wasn’t impossible, admittedly, considering how strange her mana aspect felt.

“Do you think she’s planning something?” Damien whispered to him, interrupting his thoughts. Cale blinked.

“Well… no?” he said after a moment. “Not really. She cast a few spells earlier. I’m just trying to figure out why. It still feels like something’s wrong, but I don’t think she’s the cause, exactly.”

Damien looked confused. “So it’s just a feeling?”

“Hey, I’ve learned not to ignore my feelings!” Cale protested. Then he paused, catching Damien’s disbelieving look. “Depending on the feeling,” he amended. “Look, you learn to pay attention to certain things when you have to live with the Thread of Fate.”

“The what?” Damien asked, confused.

“Oh, right. I should probably explain that.” Cale scratched the back of his head awkwardly. He’d forgotten. “We’ll talk about it during lunch.”

Professor Delia, meanwhile, was keeping a worried eye on her student, like she was terrified Kessi would accidentally feed the Scale some unattuned mana. And that was actual fear he was seeing too, Cale was pretty sure. She was hiding it well, but it was there.

See, now he was just suspicious of the professor, too. This would be so much easier if whoever was behind this was the type of person that liked monologuing.

“You are staring,” Graystalk observed, his voice emerging from just behind Damien. The poor dreadshade leapt into the air like a startled cat, and likely would have collapsed into a pile if a slightly-bemused Graystalk hadn’t caught him and placed him slightly to the side. “Ms. Lyrwin—or Kessi, I suppose—is rather new to Haelforge Academy, if you are wondering, hence the… special attention. She is also one of the last remaining members of the Communal Deep.”

Cale blinked. “The what?” he asked. “Is that what aetheral society here is called?”

Graystalk observed him for a moment, then nodded. “It is what aetheral society here was called,” he corrected mildly, making Cale wince at the implications. “The subject will be covered in History of Magic if you wish to know more. Suffice to say that Ms. Lyrwin is new enough to require a little more supervision than the others.”

A faint, teasing note entered his voice. “Though not quite as much supervision as you require.”

“Hey! It’s not my fault your academy has so much stuff going on,” Cale said, waving his arms around emphatically.

Graystalk simply chuckled, folding his hands delicately behind his back. “And yet, I cannot imagine that such a thing bothers you,” he said, a little too accurately for Cale’s taste. “Why the interest in Ms. Lyrwin? Have you noticed something of concern?”

“Sort of,” Cale said. “She cast two spells earlier—[Basic Physical Enhancement] and [Lesser Shadowstep]. Nothing big, but they’re weird spells to cast here, aren’t they? It’s not like they’d help you win at fire resonance.”

Graystalk raised an eyebrow. “I feel obliged to point out that one cannot win at fire resonance, though I suspect you would call me a hypocrite,” the professor said dryly. Cale beamed and gave him a thumbs up that was smoothly ignored. Instead, he seemed to mull over Cale’s words for a moment.

“It is not unusual for a Haelforge student to maintain such spells on their person, in truth,” the professor eventually said. “Haelforge Academy is rather famous for the quality of battlemages they produce, but they have a rather… shall we say, hands-off approach to how their students settle their differences and establish a hierarchy.”

Cale shot Graystalk a blank look, and the older elven mage let out an exaggerated sigh. “They use mage duels to establish dominance over one another. Haelforge Academy does not intervene provided the students do not outright kill one another.”

“Oh! You should’ve just said so,” Cale said, nodding in understanding.

Graystalk shot him an exasperated look. “I am certain you understood what I meant the first time.”

“I did, but I also like hearing you talk.” Cale grinned unrepentently, ignoring the professor’s pointed sigh. “Still weird that she’s the only one that cast them, though.”

“She does belong to the Haelforge Astral Wing,” Graystalk said. “While the Haelforge students do not despise their Astrals nearly as openly as our own students do, they often require them to… prove themselves in battle. Repeatedly.”

Cale paused, then slowly turned to look at Graystalk, who correctly interpreted his expression. “Please do not attempt to blow up the Haelforge Academy,” the professor added dryly.

“Dang,” Cale muttered. “I was hoping you’d think I just wanted to duel that Headmaster.”

“Now that could be arranged, though I fear the results of such a duel. I suspect Headmaster Akkau would be delighted, though. Perhaps we could consider it at a later date, when our academy is not plagued by quite so many pests.” Graystalk patted Cale on the shoulder. “Your concerns regarding Ms. Lyrwin are noted, although I daresay you should not expect every class you participate in to turn to chaos. You mentioned the Thread should calm, did you not?”

“Well, not now that you said that,” Cale said with an exaggerated groan. “Now something’s definitely going to happen!”

“Is that how that works?” Graystalk raised an eyebrow, genuinely curious.

“No,” Cale admitted. “But fate has… patterns, I guess. First class of the day? I’d be more surprised if something didn’t happen.”

“I see.” Cale was gratified to see Graystalk straighten slightly, his mana core beginning to spin in preparation, just in case he needed to cast. He watched Kessi carefully, ready to act in case anything went wrong.

Cale always did appreciate that sort of professional trust.

Thus far, everything was fine. Kessi was concentrating deeply on the Firestorm Scale, a bead of sweat dripping down her forehead as she focused. The Scale had moved a full four degrees, by this point, which was impressive… and Kessi wasn’t even close to done.

She was sagging more and more with each passing moment, though. Focusing enough to attune all her mana was taking a lot out of her, but she was getting a lot in return. In fact, the Firestorm Scale managed to tip a full seven degrees before things started to go wrong, and it wasn’t even very noticeable.

Graystalk had started to move before Cale even registered that Kessi’s expression had turned from determined into a sort of frightened panic. She did an admirable job of trying to stay calm, though, instead speaking with a sort of tense urgency. “Professor,” she said, trying to stop her body from trembling. “I-I can’t stop.”

“What do you mean, you can’t…” Delia trailed off mid-sentence, suddenly alert as Graystalk joined her next to her student; Kessi visibly tried to yank herself away, only for something to keep most of her body frozen in place. The gargoyle professor reached out to try to pull her free, only for her claws to slide off like there was glass in the way. “What is this? Professor Graystalk, this better not be—”

“You know full well I would not interfere with this,” Graystalk said tersely, already casting a series of quick Standard Array spells to try to move Kessi out of position. The spells slid off the increasingly panicked student, too, and yet Cale couldn’t sense any kind of barrier in the way.

He did get some new spells from that, though. For now, Cale ignored them to see if he could spot anyone in the crowd of students doing this. If Kessi had put up defensive spells—and they were clearly defensive, now that he thought about it—then perhaps she thought she would be targeted for exactly this.

The only question was, by who?

“Kessi, you need to stop channeling,” Delia said urgently.

Kessi shook her head, wincing in pain as more sweat soaked into her clothes. “I can’t do that either,” she said. “I’m trying. I can’t stop, I don’t know why. I can’t control my mana—”

Kessi gasped, convulsing slightly as the flow of mana from her hand suddenly increased; tears built in her eyes as she fought to keep control of her magic. “Professor, please,” she whispered, trembling. “Do something.”

Delia cursed under her breath. “Focus on attuning,” she ordered, her voice tense. “Fast as you can, understand? Do not let any unattuned mana touch that Scale. We need time to figure out what’s happening to you.”

Her student nodded, gulping down deep breaths to try to keep herself calm. She steadied herself, and slowly but surely, the buildup of that odd, ghost-white mana in her skin began to return to the steady orange of fire.

Except even then, she clearly wasn’t attuning fast enough. The faster her mana flowed, the more unattuned mana began to creep up toward her fingers, and whatever force kept hold of her clearly wasn’t keeping up. Professor Delia was muttering an increasingly creative list of curses as she cast diagnostic spell after diagnostic spell.

Graystalk, meanwhile, was working on some sort of complex, layered spell array, his eyes flashing as he planned out the spell. Cale could feel him building a lattice of mana in preparation for the working, and he really, really wished he could spare the time to watch.

“Cale?” Damien asked nervously.

“Stay close,” Cale responded, surveying the crowd and rapidly moving through it with his mana sense. Graystalk and Delia were both preoccupied with Kessi, which meant this was his opportunity to figure out who or what was behind this—

—a few pieces clicked into place in Cale’s mind, and Cale groaned. “Dammit, I’m getting rusty,” he complained, striding into the crowd of students. Most of them hadn’t even noticed anything was wrong. “Alright, Damien. Here’s some apprentice training. Four things connecting all this. Do you know what they are?”

Damien blinked, caught off-guard. “Um… no?” he said helplessly. “We’re doing apprentice training now?”

“No better time than a magical emergency!” Cale said cheerfully. “It’s probably not even that much of an emergency. I’ll give you the first one: [Lesser Shadowstep] is a terrible offensive spell in most cases. Pretty much the only time you could use it offensively is if you’re in the dark, and I don’t know if you’ve noticed, but the Elemental Shrine of Fire—”

“—is brightly lit,” Damien realized with a frown. “She wouldn’t be casting that to get a sneak attack off.”

“Exactly.” Cale grinned and patted Damien on the back, though he was still striding through the crowd with purpose. A few times, for no apparent reason, he frowned and changed directions, cocking his head slightly as if sensing something moving. “Oh, quick fun fact about aetherals: their species has a natural affinity for divination and precognition.”

“She knew she was going to be targeted,” Damien said slowly. “But she didn’t know how, so she was… preparing to run away?”

“There are tunnels right beneath the shrine, if you reach down far enough with your mana sense,” Cale said, tapping the ground with his foot. “I’m willing to bet she researched the area beforehand and knows a quick way to get to them.

“Now the second thing.” Cale scanned the air for a moment, frowned, and pivoted again, marching off in a different direction. “She lost control of her mana manipulation, which is reminiscent of…”

“Shimmerdust,” Damien said, his eyes growing wide. “The Red Hunters just tried to poison our food yesterday. You think they did the same with Haelforge?”

“There’s no reason to think the Brightscale Academy was the only target,” Cale said in agreement. “Uncontrolled mana release is one of the earliest symptoms of shimmerdust poisoning. Your mental control gets stuck, for lack of a better word.”

“Which means the Red Hunters wanted this to happen,” Damien breathed, his fists clenching slightly. “An incident with another wild mage would cement their position in Orstrahl. It might get them even more political power than the King.”

Cale paused and glanced at Damien. “Right,” he said, his tone approving. “That’s the third factor. We know they want to instigate tension, and they have the resources to attempt this sort of sabotage on a massive scale. This probably isn’t even their only project—if I had to guess, they have similar plans all over Utelia. Especially in its academies. They just need a few to succeed.”

Something pinged on Cale’s mana sense again, leaving an oil-slick sensation behind, and he sighed in annoyance: whatever he was sensing was moving fast, trying to avoid him. He would normally have just blasted it, but there were quite a lot of students in the way.

“That’s…” Damien shook his head. If dreadshades could turn pale, Cale was pretty sure his friend would be white as a sheet. Instead, he trembled for a moment, then balled his hands into a fist, forcing his expression into something determined. “You said there were four things.”

“Yup.” Cale spun in a circle, losing track of that oil-slick mana again for a split second before sensing it again—this time closer. Was it avoiding him unintentionally? Or was he looking for the wrong thing? “Shimmerdust explains Kessi’s loss of control, but it doesn’t explain why she’s frozen in place or why neither of our professors can touch her or dispel the effect. I could have tried, but frankly I don’t sense anything there to dispel. And the reason for that is—”

There. Cale snapped out with a sharp burst of mana that solidifed into a spherical barrier in an instant, closing around something that buzzed around in the air. He’d been looking for the wrong thing indeed. He smiled grimly as he brought the barrier close enough to inspect.

Inside it was a tiny golden fly with shimmering wings, buzzing around and banging helplessly against the dome he’d created.

Cale held it out to Damien. “Decay mana, please,” he requested, and to his credit, Damien didn’t hesitate. He unspooled a thread of decay into the barrier, and almost immediately, the gold began to flake off and the wings began to fade. By the time the mana had done its work, there was nothing left in the barrier but a small, unmoving orb of tarnished gold.

Just in front of them, Kessi let out a sob of relief and collapsed to the ground.

“Is it…” Damien asked hesitantly, and Cale gave him a reassuring smile.

“It wasn’t alive to begin with,” he said. “I wouldn’t ask you to do that for me. The Leviathan told me there are other Abyssal Ones on Utelia, bound into artifacts; I’m pretty sure this is the product of one of them. The Red Hunters probably have something that can make dozens of these. They send them out, program them to freeze their targets in place at the worst possible moment, and then have them come back before they can be noticed.”

Damien swallowed. “That’s… that’s horrifying,” he said, his eyes fixed on the orb. “No one would notice these. They’d be able to just—”

“Cale!” Professor Graystalk called out to him, his voice booming across the shrine and startling them both, along with half the meditating students. The others were too lost in their resonance trances to notice. Cale shot Damien an apologetic look, then rushed over to join the professors.

They both looked exhausted. There was a complicated mana-trap of some sort that looked to be Professor Graystalk’s doing, anchored by spellscripts hastily scribbled onto warding talismans.

Except some of Kessi’s mana had slipped through the trap. Cale didn’t even need his mana sense to figure that out, because the Firestorm Scale was groaning. Its golden shine had diminished dramatically, replaced with a nauseating sheen of purple that moved as though it was alive.

“We managed to stop most of her mana from reaching the Scale and slow down the process,” Graystalk said grimly. “But it’s still going to completely corrupt it in a few minutes. We need you to destroy it before that happens.”

Cale blinked and opened his mouth to ask a question, only for a set of writhing tendrils to suddenly erupt from the base of the Scale. He closed his mouth again.

“You cannot seriously expect me to believe a student can destroy the Scale,” Delia hissed. “This is serious! We need to evacuate our students! If that mana reaches the elemental god—”

“You will still get your rank of fire resonance if you simply offer the Scale your mana,” Graystalk added, as if he thought Cale needed extra motivation. He didn’t, really. The Firestorm Scale performing a disturbingly accurate impression of the mating dance of a kraken was more than enough. “Just make sure you offer enough to break it, Cale Cadwell Cobbs.”

“What are you talking about?!” Delia asked, exasperated. She straightened, evidently ready to start evacuating her students.

Cale just eyed the Scale for a moment, then nodded. “Yeah, okay,” he said.

All that mana control for nothing. Really, sometimes it was like the universe wanted him to show off.

Well, if it did, then what could he do but oblige?
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                    It happens next chapter. Listen, this chapter is four thousand words, I’m not doing it on purpose! ;_;

Anyway!

Magical Fun Fact: Aetherals aren’t the only species attuned to mana in non-conventional ways! The others just tend to exert their influences differently. There is, for example, at least one species of turtle people whose mana cores are formed in layers on their shells; they build up their cores by eating food with the appropriate mana aspect.

It is possible to cast spells by drumming on their backs, though they have to be alive to do it. This is generally considered rather rude in their culture, though, if not done with an appropriate amount of pomp and ceremony involving very large hats.

Cale has done it at least once. Having to wear the hat was worth it.

Patreon is 12 chapters ahead (up to the end of Book 1 and the start of Book 2!) Also I have a Discord. Come help me build a community!



The last book of my LitRPG apocalypse series is now live on Amazon! Well, I call it a LitRPG apocalypse, but it probably reads more like isekai if we’re talking about the reading experience. Almost no modern setting stuff; the vast majority of it takes place on one alien planet. Includes a variety of time shenanigans and also increasingly abstract and transformative powers, because that’s what I found fun. It was a learning series for me, but I’m still proud of it!

If you’re wondering, a lot of how I write is influenced by my favorite media, including stuff like Doctor Who and Outer Wilds. So even when I’m writing a time loop I’m not necessarily adhering to the standard genre tropes (lesson learned). There are moments that draw on that intrinsic time-loop fun, but a lot of it plays out as adventure-exploration.

Either way, here’s the Book 4 blurb:


The end of the world, and only a few loops left to stop it.

The secrets uncovered by Ethan Hill gives him the ability to use both the Interface and the power of Firmament itself like no one else. The tide of change he brings carries friends and allies with him, taking them all to new heights. To most, they would seem unstoppable.

But time itself is tearing apart under the strain of the loops. Rifts are opening into the past, bringing terrible danger with them. As if that weren’t enough, the Sunken King has begun to awaken - and he would swallow the galaxy whole in search of revenge.

And yet with danger comes opportunity. More importantly, the more Ethan searches, the more he realizes the past might hold the answers to end this once and for all.

Their final task may seem impossible… but that word has never stopped Ethan Hill.
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Chapter 43 — Fire Resonance, Pt 5


                Observer #27 was pretty sure that he hadn’t heard that Brightscale professor correctly. It sounded like he’d said his student could destroy the Firestorm Scale, and that was patently ridiculous.

Of course, the idea that he’d misheard something was equally absurd. His scrying spells had a dozen redundancies to avoid interference and magical tampering, and his memory had been reinforced with spellwork designed to prevent exactly this sort of error. He couldn’t mishear his targets even if he wanted to.

On the other hand, the idea that anyone might be able to destroy the Firestorm Scale was more ludicrous by far. The Scale was a divine artifact. It couldn’t just be destroyed. It had layers upon layers of protections cast upon them by the gods themselves.

Even disregarding that, that professor had heavily implied Cale would be able to break it just by offering it his mana! The Scale was built to handle up to a quintillion points of fire mana, which was more than any one mage on Utelia even had. Not only that, but its creator had been so paranoid about this exact problem that it could even handle mana in excess of that amount.

It would strain the artifact, sure, but it wouldn’t destroy it. At most, it would leech a few centuries off the Scale’s effective lifespan.

Maybe there was something he was missing? Perhaps this Cale had a mana type that could overwhelm the divine protections on the Scale and destroy it. He’d never heard of such an aspect, but then he’d learned over the past eight years that there were many things about magic he didn’t understand. Some unheard of mana aspect wasn’t completely out of the realm of possibility.

Alternatively, the Brightscale professor was simply lying. Observer #27 had no idea what would motivate him to do so. If the professors knew what was happening with the Scale—and they very clearly did—then their best course of action was to evacuate all the students as quickly as they could. Even if they couldn’t teleport everyone away, they could hide in the tunnels, away from the disaster that was about to take place.

Not that it was any of his business what they did or didn’t do. They were doing nothing, and it was foolish.

But then again, so was he.

Five years ago, he would have cared. Eight years ago, he would have been horrified by the atrocity that was about to take place and done everything in his power to prevent it.

Now all he had left was a vague sense of unease. Everything else had been carved out of him long ago by an insistent, relentless buzzing that drowned out any voice that wasn’t that of the Broodmother, including his own. He knew his duty: he was to watch and document everything that happened, and to interfere if necessary.

All he needed to do here was determine if interfering was, in fact, necessary.

He had an array of spellslates in front of him. They were expensive things, trigger mechanisms for a variety of pre-cast ritual spells designed to give him all the versatility and flexibility he needed to ensure the plans of the Red Hunters came to fruition. Among them included an evacuation slate, intended just in case any of his Hunters happened to be caught in the field. The Commander wouldn’t want to lose any of his valuable agents to a rampaging elemental god, after all.

In theory, Observer #27 could activate that to save the students. It wouldn’t interfere with their plans, really. The point was to corrupt the elemental god of flame. The deaths of the students and their professors was simply a bonus, something that would cause the news to spread faster and spark more outrage. It wasn’t necessary.

And even three short years ago, that might have been enough. Three years ago, a small part of him still cried out against the Broodmother’s voice, and he might have acted, even if he didn’t understand why. Three years ago, he still remembered his name.

But that was long gone now. All he knew was that he’d had a name, once, and even that would soon be gone. Then there would be nothing left but Observer #27.

Such was the cost of using one of the Red Relics.

They were corrupt, arcane things, the Red Relics. Observer #27 didn’t really understand what they were or how they had come about. They seemed different from every other artifact he had observed. All artifacts potentially had drawbacks, of course, but the Red Relics—they took something essential out of their users, like they were stealing pieces of a mage’s soul.

For eight years, Observer #27 had been bound to the Red Relic known as the Watchful Hive. It was far from the most powerful relic the Red Hunters used, but it was the most essential to their operations. What it lacked in raw power it made up for in sheer influence and range. Without it, the Red Hunters would not have been nearly as successful enacting their schemes. They would lose their ability to nudge events in the right direction, to hold a mage in place for just a moment too long.

The Watchful Hive was crucial.

And so, by extension, was Observer #27.

The thought made the buzzing in his head throb. A sick sort of pride lurched in his gut. Observer #27 doubled over, hands gripping on to the edges of the scrying pedestal, his breathing growing ragged as the Watchful Hive attempted to reward him for the thought. He fought it, but by now it was more instinct than deliberate—he no longer remembered why, and soon he slackened, letting the bliss wash over him.

It was always like this. Stronger each time, punishment and reward. The buzzing told him what he was allowed to think, when he was allowed to think it. It led the way when he helped set all this up to begin with. The Grand Mage had been the one to invert Kessi Lyrwin’s mana core, but it was his efforts and those of the Hunters stationed at Haelforge Academy that put her in this position.

All because that damn Firestorm Scale was near impossible to corrupt through conventional means. It had taken them work, and he was proud of that work.

The shrine was warded against anyone that wasn’t affiliated with one of Utelia’s academies. It had taken them months to come up with a plan that would work, and longer still to implement it. They needed to place just the right person in place at just the right time. He had personally needed to infiltrate their dreams, to whisper into just the right ears to convince those Haelforge professors that Kessi could be trusted near the Scale.

Apparently, they’d somehow still had it easier than the Brightscale team. Observer #27 snorted. He remembered his Hunters laughing at the naïve idealism of the Haelforge professors—they didn’t realize how much he’d been doing behind the scenes, making them confident and foolhardy.

They weren’t technically wrong, he supposed. That was the primary difference between the Haelforge and Brightscale academies, outside of Haelforge’s focus on battle magic: the Haelforge professors desperately wanted their Astral Wing students to succeed. Many of them had graduated from that wing themselves, long before the Red Hunters had risen to power.

The Brightscale Academy, on the other hand, had taken years to corrupt. They couldn’t get at any of the professors directly, and half of them were paranoid and antisocial, with all sorts of countermeasures built into or around their person. It had taken the Brightscale team decades to sow division amongst generation after generation of mages, to figure out how to pressure the professors into not interfering.

They’d succeeded, in the end. They managed to make things look like a natural development, a cultural shift. But even then, things hadn’t been easy.

The Brightscale Astral Wing’s wards had gotten an upgrade a few months back that were so sensitive that the Grand Mage had to rework their obfuscation spells just to avoid setting off a dozen alarms, and even then it was risky for their Hunters to get anywhere near the demon that anchored them. And just a few days ago, Observer #16 was complaining about some golem that apparently made it impossible to scry anywhere in its vicinity.

Worse, the Commander had a special interest in Headmaster Akkau, for some reason. Observer #27 shuddered at the thought.

Interest from the Commander was never a good thing.

In that vein, at least, Observer #27’s job had been far easier. The Haelforge Academy was overconfident and willing to use its reputation as its primary form of defense. Their wards hadn’t been updated in years and were comparatively simple to bypass. None of their professors even specialized in warding magic. His Hunters told him they hadn’t even run into any trouble slipping the shimmerdust into their food.

Which meant he’d done well, hadn’t he?

Observer #27 noticed, perhaps a little distantly, that the buzzing in his skull hadn’t grown again. It hadn’t reacted to his thoughts. It would have by now, but instead, it almost seemed a little quieter.

He forced his attention back to the scrying spell. Neither school had evacuated yet. All the students had woken from their resonance trances by this point, staring at the corrupted Firestorm Scale in a mixture of horror and alarm, which was the appropriate reaction to a corrupted divine artifact. The human, meanwhile, was just eyeing it critically, like he was judging it. Or evaluating it.

What was he doing? Why weren’t they evacuating? The professors had been smart enough to notice the problem and to cage the errant corrupt mana. They’d delayed the Scale’s corruption and almost forced him to step in. Now all they needed to do was evacuate, and they were just standing there, watching the human.

And so were all the students. They were giving the Scale a wide berth, but it wasn’t like that would save them from a rampaging elemental god.

Observer #27 reminded himself that this was a good thing, that it would advance their plans all the more.

For once, however, the buzzing in his skull didn’t respond.

And Observer #27 finally noticed the absence of his ichorworm bond. The small, larval creature that occasionally took the form of a golden fly and represented his connection with the Watchful Hive—it was gone.

And his heart was suddenly hammering.

The death of his ichorworm didn’t mean he was no longer connected to the Watchful Hive. It was nothing more than a representation. The bugs that acted as their eyes and conduits did occasionally expire in the field, and normally, all that happened was that the Observer it had been bonded to would have to report to the Broodmother. They would be fed a new spoonful of the Watchful Hive’s ichor-honey, and nine hours later, a new one would be birthed from their optic nerves.

But there was a gap, of sorts, created by the death of their bound ichorworm. Those things amplified the Broodmother’s passive voice.

Without it, he could hear his own voice again. Not loudly. It was more of a faint echo of his voice, still drowned out by the Broodmother’s passive droning, but there was just enough that he knew he didn’t want this.

The emergency spellslate. He could activate the teleportation effect. He needed to be careful not to think about helping anyone, lest he draw the Broodmother’s attention.

His finger twitched. He inched his hand toward the spellslate. Observer #27 was doing nothing. He was activating a failsafe. He was making sure there would be no unnecessary casualties—

—the Broodmother’s presence in his mind surged. Observer #27 fell forward, his mouth opening in a silent scream as the buzzing in his mind multiplied, and multiplied, and multiplied.

The Hive detected intent, and with every stray thought, it carved a new piece out of him.

Observer #27 was lesser now than he had ever been.

He was his duty. Bound to observe and report. To interfere when necessary. Even without his ichorworm, there were ways he could step in to prevent the destruction of the Scale until its corruption was complete.

He turned to look at a different spellslate.

That one would summon one of their Templars to the site if he deemed it necessary. A Templar would be clad in a dozen lesser Red Relics. It would open with a spell salvo designed to kill any mage that could interfere, activate any bloodrot links that might be tied to any of the mages present, and ensure their plans cover up the evidence.

If there was any chance this human could stop the Scale, he needed to activate it.

Observer #27 stared at the Templar spellslate.

(A Templar was a one-time summon. Using it would drain several of their relics dry. It would take months to recreate them, and more to train a new Templar. The odds that the human would destroy the Scale were too low to waste this on.)

But this particular scheme was important. The Red Hunters had plenty of other measures in place, other plans they could launch, but corrupting the Firestorm Scale was one of the highest priority. It was one of the few things that could truly sway the beastfolk tribes of the Illwyld.

(A small part of him ached in remembrance at the thought.)

It did seem unlikely that a human would be able to destroy the Scale. Observer #27 considered this for a moment. Destroying it through mana quantity alone was not worth consideration, no matter what the professor said; it would be a waste to call a Templar to stop something that was impossible.

A destructive spell, perhaps. Something only the human knew.

(But he was a student. A student wouldn’t have a destructive spell that powerful. Wasting a Templar on that would anger Broodmother.)

Then perhaps—Observer #27 knew that the Brightscale Academy was home to a particular mage known as the Devil Artificer. She was a nightmare of a mousefolk mage, apparently capable of constructing and rebuilding even divine artifacts like they were toys. The Red Hunters had judged that a majority of the rumors about her were nothing more than rumors, but nevertheless, she was marked as one of the more dangerous mages they knew of.

She could have provided this Cale with an artifact capable of destroying the Scale. It would have been within her capabilities.

(It would be foolish to give such an artifact to a human and not to the professor, however. Far more likely that the Brightscale professor had misunderstood the nature of the Firestorm Scale. Was this not the disgraced Mage Killer of the Brightgrove Elves?)

Observer #27’s sense of duty was satisfied. He drew his hand back. Calling a Templar would not be necessary.

Instead, he would watch, as was his duty.

He breathed new life into his scrying spells, feeling them resonate with his mind, recording everything just as the Watchful Hive dictated. The Firestorm Scale would be completely corrupted soon, and Observer #27 knew that the Commander would want to pry these memories out of him later, so he could watch his victory.

In his vision, the human stepped up to the Scale and waved a hand—

 



 

Observer #27 blinked.

No. Not… not Observer #27. His name was—it was Serof Ontiladus. He was a light mage from the Lightladen Fields in the northwest corner of the Illwyld, and it had been eight years since he had seen any light other than that mimicked by his own scrying spells.

His mind scrambled to try to piece together what just happened. He could… think for himself? Why could he think for himself? He hadn’t been able to think for himself for five of those last eight years. It had been getting harder year over year, the buzzing in his head louder and louder.

He remembered… his ichorworm getting destroyed. That had cleared his head a little. But then the Watchful Hive had reacted, and the Broodmother had reached into his head.

Serof winced at the memory. Just the memory of the buzzing made him nauseous.

What else had happened? He’d been… he’d been watching that human with the Firestorm Scale. He wanted to save them, but that was what had caused the Broodmother to react. There was so little of him left after that all he remembered was determining there was no risk, no need to call a Templar to take action. Then he refreshed his scrying spells, and the human stepped up to the Scale, and then—

The memory flashed back into his skull. Serof fell back against the wall, wings curling protectively around himself, gasping and trembling as just the memory of it burned through him a second time, brighter and louder than any of the Broodmother’s buzzing thoughts.

A bright orb of prismatic light manifesting over one end of the Scale, almost twice the size of the entire tempest of fire mana that weighed down the other. Serof caught a glimpse of it only because he was a light mage scrying the scene. No one else would have had the time, because the instant that happened, the Scale rang out with a keening, desperate gong as it swung all the way to the other end—

—a massive cloud of dust and soil and broken earth kicked into the sky from the force of the Scale striking the pedestal that held it like an enormous, impossible hammer—

—the sheer weight of Cale’s mana tearing the divinely-reinforced lever from the golden base, warping the metal enough to cause it to crack; the entire Scale bouncing from the rebound force, flung into the air before being caught by a ridiculous barrier, and a glimpse of that human’s eyes—

Backlash.

Serof trembled in realization. He’d just experienced scryer’s backlash. That—that should have been a myth! The idea that a scrying spell could see something it wasn’t supposed to and hurt the caster through the spell was absurd; scrying spells were designed not to hurt their casters.

And yet… he remembered it all now. He’d been watching too closely, horrified by what he was seeing, and he hadn’t paid attention to where he was looking. He caught a glimpse of Cale’s eyes in the exact moment the human channeled the force of his mana, and his scrying magic—designed to pick apart, designed to understand, designed to measure—had been torn open.

Whatever he’d witnessed wasn’t supposed to be measured. Couldn’t be measured. And he’d witnessed it and tried, and the magic had burrowed straight back into him through his spell and into his mind, where it was linked.

And then, where it should have blasted apart his mind, it had instead blasted apart the Broodmother’s voice.

That damnable buzzing was gone.

Serof’s breathing steadied, his wings slowly uncurling as he forced himself to his feet and stumbled back to his scrying pedestal.

The artifact was out of his head. He was free! The Watchful Hive and its Broodmother were no longer connected to him, not even through the ichor they had forced him to swallow and the worm that had crawled out of his eye.

The only thing Serof didn’t understand was how this had happened from just attempting to scry one mage. What was he? There was no way he was just a student.

But he couldn’t afford to think about that. Not now, when he was still very much in range of the Broodmother’s wrath. Serof stared at his scrying chamber, taking it in. It was more of a glorified cage, really, though he hadn’t been able to notice while he was Observer #27.

There were no windows. The door had been locked in his earliest days here, though after he had been sufficiently indoctrinated they hadn’t bothered to keep it that way. He could open it, and he knew what he would find outside: dozens of identical cells, each one holding another Observer.

All kept in the depths of the Watchful Hive, underneath the slumbering Broodmother.

“I need to find a way out,” Serof whispered.

His gaze sharpened slightly. Years of captivity had taken away some of his edge, but it was there, lurking beneath the conditioning. Escape wasn’t impossible. The Hunters wouldn’t be expecting him to just walk out. The problem was that the catacombs of the Watchful Hive were a bit of a maze. He’d have to scry his way through first, memorize the route…

And then he needed to find that mage. That human that had somehow broken his cage just by looking.

If he wanted any of his friends to be free, if he wanted any of his years of captured servitude to mean anything more than the destruction he had inadvertently helped bring about, he had to find one Cale Cadwell Cobbs.

 



 

Cale stared at the smoking remains of the Firestorm Scale and scratched the back of his head awkwardly. “Did I overdo it?” he asked.

It was mostly a rhetorical question. He was grinning. Graystalk gave him a flat look, probably because the professor knew full well he was just playing off what he’d done. Professor Delia was too busy staring with her jaw wide open to pay him much attention.

Or so he thought. Her gaze suddenly snapped to him. “What in the eight infernal realms—”

“Seven,” Cale cut in politely. Delia fell silent.

“Oh,” she said, her voice suddenly hollow and maybe a little bit frightened. “You weren’t… you weren’t kidding.”

“About blowing up an infernal realm?” Cale asked. “Of course not. Why would I joke about something like that?”

Behind Delia, Graystalk coughed politely, and Cale sighed. “Okay, I would joke about accidentally blowing up a realm,” he amended. “But not about the eighth infernal realm! That would just be in poor taste. Why does no one know about this? Has no one checked on the infernal realms?”

“The last mage that attempted to scry the eighth infernal realm had his own entrails fed to him for the trouble,” Professor Graystalk said dryly. “And he was a particularly powerful mage, so most people have been… reluctant.”

Cale stared. “Well, now I’m glad I blew it up,” he said. And then, after a moment, he added: “Accidentally.”

“Indeed,” Professor Graystalk said, his tone somehow even more flat than before.

Cale responded by beaming at him. “I’m glad you understand! Can’t have people coming to me to commission realm destructions, you know?”

“A common, everyday problem, I am sure. It must be quite troublesome for you.”

“The troublesome part is mostly the cleanup.”

Graystalk raised an eyebrow. “Of the realm?”

“Of the mage that asked.” Cale shot his professor a look of feigned offense. “I don’t just go around destroying realms for every slight, you know.”

“Of course. I should have known.” Graystalk hid his smirk, instead climbing to his feet and dusting off his robes. “Well, I would say that our class has been rather thoroughly disrupted. We will need to report the destruction of the Firestorm Scale. I don’t suppose you have a means of restoring it? It would save us a lot of trouble.”

Cale double-checked the Gift. “Not for another sixty hours!” he announced cheerfully.

Graystalk paused. “…Am I to understand,” he said slowly, “that you do, in fact, have a means of restoring the Scale?”

“I dunno, probably?” Cale shrugged. “I’m assuming [Awaken Artifact] can do that. It’s a twelfth tier spell.”

“[Awaken Artifact]?!” Delia repeated with a yelp, sounding faint. Both Cale and Graystalk turned a surprised look toward her, like they’d forgotten she was there.

In Cale’s case, because he had. Whoops.

“Can you pretend you didn’t hear that?” he asked politely. “I feel like if too many people know about that before Imrys she might actually try to kill me.”

Delia nodded, probably a few too many times. “I won’t tell anyone,” she said rapidly. “You have my word.”

Graystalk glanced at his colleague, amused. “He doesn’t bite, you know.”

“It’s true!” Cale agreed, then paused. “Unless you want me to. I bet I could bite through stone with the right spell. I did just get [Basic Physical Enhancement]—”

“Cale,” Graystalk said, exasperated, and Cale shot him an unrepentant grin.

“Well, I don’t need a spell to bite you, do I?”

Graystalk narrowed his eyes, although his ears, once again, flushed pink. “Do not make me challenge you to a duel,” he muttered. “Enough. We still have some time in the Elemental Shrine. We should make the most of it. We will not have another opportunity to attune for a fire resonance rank for at least another three days, it seems. Perhaps sooner, if Professor Imrys could be convinced to help us, but—”

Professor Delia winced. Cale blinked. “She can do that?” he asked. “Does she have some kind of reputation?”

“Does the Devil Artificer herself have a reputation, he asks,” Professor Delia muttered exasperatedly.

Graystalk ignored them both. “Fortunately for us, it seems your little stunt has done this place much good,” he said, gesturing out grandly toward the rest of the shrine. “The shrine should survive a mere three days, considering all the fire mana you just added to it.”

Cale turned to look at what Graystalk was pointing at, and then finally actually noticed what he’d done.

The entire storm of fire mana that had been sitting on the Scale was gone, for one thing. But everything the Scale had been able to process beforehand had been donated to the Elemental Shrine of Fire, raising its ambient mana level to the point that—

—well, to the point that firesprites had begun to form.

That was a something that could happen when ambient mana was raised to a high enough level, Cale knew, although it was rare. The mana would gather into semi-sentient sprites, fluttering and dancing through the air. There were only ever a few of them at a time, except now?

The sky was full of them. They were twirling around the students, which was probably the main reason Cale hadn’t been accosted by more of them for what he’d done. The few that just sat back down to try to meditate for their resonance rank had even more sprites flying around them, while a small cloud of them were beginning to gather around Graystalk and Delia each, giggling happily.

“Whoa,” one of the students said. “I just—I just got my first rank! Isn’t this supposed to take weeks?”

“I got two,” Caea said, opening her eyes and studying Cale intently.

“Orguk also get two!” the orc bragged, making the serpentine lady glance at him briefly. Orguk took the opportunity to wave at her.

Cale just blinked. “Huh,” he said. “Is that supposed to happen?”

“Absolutely not,” Graystalk said, but he was already sitting in a meditative position. “But far be it from me to take advantage of your generosity. You should, too—the shrine’s blessing will only last for a short time, and it is needed to acquire the first rank of fire resonance.”

“Wha—hey, don’t you get ahead of me!” Delia glared at him. She did not, however, immediately sit down to compete, as much as she seemed tempted to. Instead, she sighed and slowly gathered her barely-conscious student into her arms. “I’m going to take her somewhere safe and make sure she recovers,” she said quietly. “Meet me there when you’re done, Graystalk.”

Graystalk inclined his head slightly as Delia left. Cale blinked. Were neither of them going to explain anything to their students? Come to think of it, after Caea and Orguk’s declarations pretty much all the students had gone straight to meditating.

Almost as if he could sense his thoughts, Graystalk cracked an eye open and spoke, surprisingly gentle. “What you have triggered is colloquially known as a resonant blessing,” he said, indicating the firesprites flitting through the air. “It is a rare event. One that does not happen more than once a decade. A mage present during it masters an element exponentially faster than their peers, and the window of time we have to take advantage of it is… limited.

“Delia will ensure Kessi’s safety, and I intend to move as quickly as I can so she can attempt to benefit herself. Rest assured, we will be discussing what happened here afterward. You should attempt to gain your rank while you can, as well.” He hesitated. “I assume you were able to find what was affecting Ms. Lyrwin?”

“I did,” Cale said, his expression flickering slightly before he nodded. “Yeah, that makes sense. We’ll talk about this after.”

He was still excited about fire resonance, after all, and Kessi was woozy but fine. Cale let out a breath, sat on the ground, and closed his eyes. He could hear a faint sound of crackling as firesprites began to converge on him, one after another. At the veil of fire mana around him made it just a little easier to peer into the elemental plane of fire.

And that was what resonance ranks were about, weren’t they? Connecting to the essence of an aspect.

Cale allowed his mind to settle. First on the warmth of a fireplace in the middle of winter, on the comforting heat that fire could provide. Then on the raging, all-consuming flames he’d seen once tearing through entire armies. Finally he thought of how fire was the cornerstone of civilization, how its discovery helped the development of all kinds of food.

Like the steady, dry heat of an oven allowing bread to rise.

He reached out to the concept of fire itself, holding that in his mind, and something within his core resonated. When he opened his eyes again, he found himself in the landscape of his mind, fire burning all around him like he’d linked his sight directly to the elemental plane of fire.

That fire soon responded to his call, resolving into an image of an elemental god that embodied the purity of flame. His presence felt like a manifestation of the plane itself, towering over all else, and he tilted his head down toward Cale in a slow, almost imperious movement.

Then the fire flickered, like he was blinking.

“…Really? You were thinking about bread?” the elemental god asked, scratching the back of his head. “I’m supposed to grant you a vision, but uh… I’m not sure what to do with that, to be honest.”
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Chapter 44 — Fire Resonance, Pt 6


                Cale learned mostly a single thing over the next few minutes, which was that the elemental god of fire was named Vesuvius.

The name felt vaguely familiar to Cale. Not enough for him to figure out what was familiar about it, but enough for him to realize he’d probably seen it before. He considered trying to figure that out for a moment before eventually deciding it didn’t really matter; a name was just a name, and he was far more interested in this vision thing.

Mostly because Vesuvius made it sound like he could give Cale a baking vision, and Cale had decided that was what he wanted most out of all this. He’d been in Utelia for more than a day and he hadn’t even had the chance to bake yet! Granted, he didn’t really get the chance to bake in most of his lives, but it was sort of insulting to finally have magic at his fingertips and still not be able to cast a simple [Baker’s Domain]. That was half the reason he was even studying at this school.

Though he was making good progress, at least. He didn’t really blame anyone for the sheer density of events around him. It was just kind of a thing.

“Do you think I’ll be able to make some kind of oven spell with fire resonance, by the way?” Cale asked absently. “I’m hoping to be able to make a really big oven. You know, instead of a fireball. Maybe I’ll be able to break records for the realm’s biggest loaf of bread or something.”

Vesuvius stared at him, apparently at a loss for words. The poor elemental god seemed like he didn’t quite know what to do with him, which was actually a surprisingly common reaction as far as Cale meeting with gods went. If anything, Vesuvius was reacting rather well.

He still wanted a response, though.

Thankfully, Vesuvius did gather himself enough to reply, even if he still sounded confused. “You want me to give you a spell that conjures… an oven?” he asked. “Not [Grand Fireball]? Or even [Tower of Fire]?”

“You can give me spells?” Cale brightened immediately. “Then yes, I absolutely want an oven spell. Do people actually ask for that stuff? Why would anyone want to live in a tower made out of fire?”

“You would be surprised,” Vesuvius responded, more automatically than anything else. “It’s a rather common request among young fire elementals.”

“Really?” Cale frowned, making a face. “That sounds uncomfortable. Even if you’re a fire elemental. Actually, especially if you’re a fire elemental. That would be like if I wanted to make a tower out of human flesh.”

Vesuvius fell silent as he processed this, then slowly glanced around at the realm of pure fire he was bound to.

“Well,” he said eventually. “That’s a rather disturbing thought.”

[Blabbermouth] has reached level 12!

Cale blinked at the sudden message from the Gift. Was he supposed to be able to level spells while having a vision? That seemed like an oversight… although he supposed [Blabbermouth] was more of a passive. Come to think of it, it had been a while since he’d gained a level in that spell.

Maybe the Gift just wanted to be especially sure he got the message that time, given he was talking to a god and all. Giving a god an existential crisis would be awkward.

It also wouldn’t even be the first time.

“I feel like I might need to reconsider offering that spell quite so freely,” Vesuvius muttered, half to himself.

“Oh, don’t feel like you have to change how you do things on my account!” Cale said hastily, trying to wave it off. That was definitely the sort of thing that would get complaints. And also possibly make Akkau mad at him. “I’d have to explain it to Akkau and it would be a whole thing. Besides, it’s different for elementals! Their relationship with their element isn’t the same as the relationship organic species have with their flesh…”

Cale trailed off, narrowing his eyes at Vesuvius suspiciously. The elemental god towered over him, even with only half a body present—he was representing himself as just the upper half of a humanoid body rising out of a floor of flames. His head was pure, glowing fire, with what was admittedly a pretty nice jawline.

More importantly, he didn’t even have a face, and Cale still felt like he was smirking.

“You’re teasing me,” he accused.

Vesuvius laughed. The sound boomed through the flames around him, causing them to dance and crackle with merry amusement. Really, the whole realm seemed to respond to that laughter; the fire around them blazed bright, and even through the vision, Cale felt a trickle of heat.

“My apologies,” Vesuvius said, his smirk turning into something of a more faintly amused smile. “I suppose it’s a little immature to tease the man I should be calling my savior, but I’m a little off my game, as you may have noticed. Normally I’m unquestionably superior to the mages attempting to resonate with my element. I give them a vision that grants them a bit more insight on the true nature of fire, and then I wait a few decades until they’re back.”

The flames around Vesuvius seemed to glow brighter, and the fire god drifted toward Cale, the entire plane morphing around him as he did. “And then there’s you,” he said. “I’m not sure what to do with you. You already understand the nature of the flame remarkably well. If you had been born on Utelia, you would likely be a master fire mage, almost fully resonant with the element.”

“I assume there’s some reason you can’t just give me those ten ranks?” Cale asked, sighing. Vesuvius chuckled.

“Very astute,” he said. “Yes. There are bottlenecks—built-in limiters, if you will, to prevent a mage acquiring too much power before they’re ready.”

“Too many village fires?” Cale asked dryly. Vesuvius shot him a look, then reluctantly nodded.

“The best I could do is get you to the fifth rank,” he said. “Which I’m more than happy to do, to be clear. It comes with a gift of a single fire spell and the vision I mentioned before, but in your case…”

Vesuvius shrugged helplessly. “I don’t know what kind of vision to give you,” he said. “Or spell, for that matter.”

“I want a baking spell,” Cale said immediately. “Also a baking vision.”

Vesuvius paused. “You weren’t just joking about the baking thing?”

“I would never joke about the baking thing!” Cale huffed, almost offended at the thought. “I take baking very seriously.”

The fire god seemed amused, now. “Very well. Before we begin, though, we should discuss the events at my shrine. The presence of the Red Hunters and their attempt to corrupt me is concerning… and I am grateful for your intervention, I should add.” He hesitated. “I’ve never had to thank a mortal before. Nor deal with a mage that has quite as much mana as you appear to have.”

“Not really a mortal,” Cale said absently. “Or, well, I guess technically I am? It depends on how you look at it. Also, can we do all that after the baking vision? And the baking spell.”

Vesuvius tilted his head, but something about the flames seemed to relax slightly, like he’d been wary about Cale’s reserves of mana and what he might do. Actually, that would explain a lot of the fire god’s hesitation, now that Cale thought about it.

“You’re very single-minded about baking,” Vesuvius said, chuckling lightly. “You know less than a hundred mages have asked for a fire spell that does not focus on the element’s offensive capabilities?”

“And that,” Cale said, “is why magical progress gets held back in so many realms! Too many mages give up creativity for more firepower. Just fire alone could be so much more interesting, but all anyone wants to cast is [Fireball]. Or [Greater Fireball]. Or [Grand Fireball]. Or [Fireball Fireball].”

“…What was that last one?” Vesuvius seemed curious, but Cale just waved a hand irritably and sighed.

“It’s a spell some mage invented a few centuries back in a different realm,” he said. “Guy fancied himself the second coming of fire, but he was terrible at coming up with spell names and also everything he made was some kind of fireball variant. That one wasn’t even that interesting! It was a fireball made up of smaller fireballs, which is basically just the same thing as a regular fireball to anything you’re trying to set on fire.”

Cale scowled. “You could get so much more creative with fire,” he grumbled. “Honestly. Even with offensive spells. Why is everyone making their fire ball-shaped? Where are the geometrically incoherent fire triangles?”

“And what… purpose… would that spell serve? It wouldn’t be very efficient, you know,” Vesuvius said, but despite his words he was leaning forward slightly, looking for all the world like he was deeply invested in what Cale was saying. Probably in spite of himself.

Definitely in spite of himself. Cale had no idea how he could tell, but Vesuvius’s blank expression seemed like the definition of “reluctantly interested,” emphasis on reluctant.

“Discombobulation,” Cale answered promptly, as if that answered the question. “You have to discombobulate your enemies.” Then, before the fire god could ask anything else: “Also, more spells should be inefficient. That way, I can cast them.”

That remark made Vesuvius snort in a way that was probably a bit undignified for an elemental god. “I suppose that would explain your predisposition toward such spells… Ah! In any case. Before I forget—and you are a remarkably distracting mortal, by the way—”

“Not a mortal!” Cale interrupted cheerfully. “And thank you. I’m very good at distracting people. Including myself.”

Vesuvius gave him a look. “Yes, well, I’m afraid I’m not very well-versed in the art of baking,” he said, trying to hold back another laugh. “If you want a baking spell, we may have to use your baking vision to teach me how, exactly, this ‘baking’ is supposed to work. I will use that information to grant you that spell.”

“You don’t have it already?” Now that he thought about it, Cale didn’t quite know what the relationship between the elemental gods and the spells granted by the Gift were. Something to look into. “Well, I’d be happy to. Honestly, I was kind of hoping you’d say that. We’ll need somewhere more comfortable than just endless fire, though. Do you happen to know how to make a kitchen?”

He paused. “Also, fair warning, I haven’t baked a good loaf of bread in centuries. So we’re probably going to be figuring this out together.”

Vesuvius seemed to smile. “I look forward to it, then,” he said.

 



 

Cale ended that resonance vision more satisfied than he had been in decades. Possibly a century or two. For one thing, he’d just spent a few hours teaching an elemental god how to bake, which was one of the more delightful tasks he’d taken on in recent memory. Even if Vesuvius had kept burning things.

By the end of it, though, Cale was pretty sure Vesuvius was disappointed to see him go. They had a quick discussion during which the god thanked him for interfering with the Red Hunters, but unfortunately, Vesuvius had little in the way of information about why he was a target. The only thing they were able to determine was that it was unlikely he was the only one: if they wanted to corrupt him, then it was likely they were targeting at least a few of the other elemental gods, as well.

Something to keep a lookout for.

That vision ended with one new spell, five acquired ranks of fire resonance, and a fire god insisting Cale get to the next milestone “as soon as possible” so they could try baking “croissants”. Cale hadn’t had the heart to tell the fire god that a lot of that prepwork could not, in fact, be done in a kitchen made of fire. Probably. He was glad Vesuvius was interested, though! It meant he’d convinced yet another mage about the importance of baking magic.

Or god. Whatever. Same difference.

He was mildly disappointed when Graystalk told him that five ranks of fire resonance translated only to being able to acquire third-tier fire spells. What was the point of numbering the ranks if they didn’t match? He couldn’t complain too much, though; the whole point of that was so he could get a baking spell, and that didn’t matter, because he finally had a baking spell.

Vesuvius had come through for him and then some. It was a third tier spell and would undoubtedly evolve once he tried to cast it, but with five ranks in fire resonance, he was basically almost assured a more evolved version of the baking spell instead of some other random fire-based effect.

He’d been waiting centuries to be able to do this kind of thing. Cale reached out to the Gift and read the new spell description, beaming.

[Baker’s Oven, Level 1] [Third Tier, Active] [120,000 Mana]

Create a small space that automatically bakes any dough or batter at the perfect temperature until done. Includes decorative fire sigils to mark the affected space.

Just looking at the Gift’s description made his heart sing. Plus, Vesuvius had been kind enough to construct a slightly more inefficient variation of the spell, specifically so Cale might have a chance of casting the base version of it within his lifetime. That also meant that although the spell would evolve when he tried to cast it, it wouldn’t evolve that much.

Probably, anyway. What would an evolved version of [Baker’s Oven] even look like?

Cale itched to test it out as soon as possible, but there was the rather pressing issue of talking to the professors about everything that just happened here. Also figuring out what to do with the Firestorm Scale, probably, considering its remains were still lying in a warped, smoking crater along with the remnants of its pedestal.

…Also getting Damien up to date on things. He would’ve been speaking to his apprentice already if not for the fact that Vesuvius had informed him the dreadshade was “in the middle of something unprecedented.” Cale wasn’t exactly sure what to make of that, and would have insisted on details if Vesuvius hadn’t been so certain that Damien would want to tell him himself.

To be fair, it did look like the type of thing Damien might want to tell him about. There was a tiny storm of tightly-controlled decay mana swirling around the firesprites converging on Damien. Thankfully, with those firesprites all over the field, the errant mana wasn’t terribly noticeable; more importantly, none of it was leaking.

Interesting. Cale was starting to get some idea of what this might be.

When the storm finally looked like it had begun to abate and Damien stirred from within, Cale walked straight through it to grab hold of a startled dreadshade, then started dragging him along, ignoring the firesprites trying to condense into a tiny cloak on his back. “Come on,” he said cheerfully. “We gotta find Graystalk and talk about all this. Where did he go, anyway?”

Cale scanned the shrine briefly, but the professors were nowhere to be seen. He frowned, then tapped into his mana sense to look more carefully—

—Ah. There they were. Sitting behind some isolation wards at the entrance to one of the tunnels that led beneath the shrine, apparently. That made sense; the professors had probably decided they needed to get Kessi away from the rest of the students once she’d woken up. Cale wondered if she’d gained her own rank in fire resonance or if the whole incident had made her miss out.

Hopefully not.

“This way,” he said, pulling a still-confused Damien along with him. “We need to tell the professors what’s going on.”

The wards the professors had set up were pretty impressive, now that Cale took a closer look at them. Or… were they just Graystalk’s wards? They were all anchored into place with the same talismans he’d used to construct the trap earlier. The design was immaculate, considering his limitations—an obfuscation ward layered with wards against scrying, mana manipulation, even something that looked design to divert the attention of divinities…

No wonder Graystalk was called Mage Killer. This was impressive to the point of almost being overkill, though Cale supposed one couldn’t be too careful. He wrapped Damien in a barrier bubble and strode straight through, causing Kessi to yelp out a little scream and very nearly fling a spell at him before Graystalk casually reached over to disrupt it.

The elven professor sighed. “I suppose it was too much to expect that you would knock,” he said.

“You added a knocking function to the wards?” Cale blinked, then looked them over again. There appeared to be a ward specifically tuned for him to knock on. “Whoops. I missed it, sorry.”

“I will be sure to leave a note in the future,” Graystalk said dryly. “Now. What exactly did you discover?”

Delia sat up at this question, her expression intent. It was clear to see she felt she’d failed her student—there was guilt in her eyes, and she clutched Kessi protectively, though the younger mage protested and pushed at her professor.

“I’m fine,” Kessi said. She hesitated. “But… I want to know too. What did you discover?”

Cale sighed. “Nothing you didn’t already know,” he said, nodding at Graystalk. “I’m pretty sure the Red Hunters are behind this. Our academy probably isn’t the only academy they’re targeting.”

He held out a hand, revealing the golden bead, then quickly explained everything he understood about what had happened—the likelihood of shimmerdust poisoning, the way the Red Hunters had needed to set this up, and the golden fly positioned to interfere at exactly the wrong moment.

As he did, Delia’s jaw tightened, her hands slowly clenching into fists. And judging by the bloodlust coming from her…

Well, Cale did not envy the Red Hunters that were installed at Haelforge. They were going to be in for a rough time.

            
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from SilverLinings
                        

                    

                    He finally got a baking spell!

Magical Fun Fact: “Always include a way to keep track of the world around you” is one of the first lessons taught in most academies when it comes to ward construction. One of the most common mistakes made by novices is that, in focusing all their attempts on keeping things out, they accidentally lock themselves in. Alternatively, without a means of keeping track of the world around them, they fail to notice when their fellows come under attack.

The latter is surprisingly common and happens about 12% of the time. It’s known as the Warder’s Curse, though some people think that their masters made it up to make sure they follow the rules…

Patreon is 12 chapters ahead (up to the end of Book 1 and the start of Book 2!) Also I have a Discord. Come help me build a community!



                



Chapter 45 — Escape


                Serof Ontiladus was running out of time, and he knew it.

The Watchful Hive ran on a strict schedule, in large part because of its position off the eastern coast of Aersheld. Inconvenient as it was, the waters of the Endless Deep did a remarkable job shielding the enormous, tower-sized relic from would-be spies and scryers. The ocean around them created a strong magical interference field that was all but impossible for most spells to penetrate.

Unfortunately, the same thing applied to travel. It was virtually impossible to reach or leave the Watchful Hive unless the tides were low, which—thanks to both the natural movement of the oceans and some very powerful spells cast by the Grand Mage—happened only about once every two months. For about six hours, the otherwise impenetrable magics of Utelia’s oceans would be diminished just enough to sail across, albeit not without a great deal of protective magic.

That meant Serof’s escape plan hinged entirely on being able to navigate the Watchful Hive without being spotted, steal a boat, power its enchantments, and sail across a stretch of the Endless Deep within a six-hour window.

Oh, and he had to do that while avoiding the Red Hunters that would also be making their way to the Watchful Hive.

If nothing else, the tight schedule made things more predictable. There were no Red Hunters here to catch him unawares, for example, and there would be none until the waters had lowered enough for them to sail across.

That was… pretty much where the good news ended.

The interference around the Watchful Hive made it just as difficult for spells to reach out as it was for spells to reach in. The only reason Serof and the other Observers had been able to scry into Utelia was because of their ichorworm connections. The larvae acted as a sort of spell anchor on the opposite side of the field, allowing simple scrying spells to make their way across.

With his own ichorworm dead, however, Serof was rapidly losing his ability to see outside the Hive.

And that was a problem.

The Watchful Hive didn’t have much in the way of timekeeping devices—none of the Observers needed it, in large part because they were constantly monitoring what was happening to their targets anyway. And while it was just a suspicion on Serof’s part, he believed part of it was also to make sure the Observers were as detached from their own reality as possible.

With no real sense of how much time was passing, it was far easier to default to the Broodmother’s constant buzzing, and far easier to fall into the task of scrying constantly. They stopped only for breaks. For food and water, essentially, as well as for any other physical needs that might need tending to, though calling the slop they were given “food” was… well, it was generous.

Serof grimaced a bit as a few more of his memories came flooding back. Cale’s mana might have broken the Broodmother’s control over him, but there were still cobwebs over most of his mind. Every so often, a memory would strike him, making him relive one of the many indignities he’d endured over the last eight years.

The food felt like it was one of the worst, but not because he hadn’t seen and endured worse over the years. It was just that cooking had been one of his joys, prior to all this. Serof had loved it. He’d loved learning about different cultures and styles of food, exploring new ways to combine flavors and coming up with new dishes.

More than that, he’d loved seeing the way people lit up in response to his food. Unlike most other mages, he didn’t delve dungeons to see what artifacts they held or what secrets they contained. He just wanted to see what sort of food was being made in other realms. He wanted to study their recipes, see if there was a way to incorporate what they did into his own work.

Not only had he not cooked a single meal for eight years, he hadn’t even eaten real food for eight years. Serof remembered day after day of mechanically shoveling goop into his mouth while the buzzing told him it was the best thing he’d ever had.

It was decidedly not. Especially not now that he had the clarity of mind to think back on it.

The Red Hunters valued efficiency, after all. They would have used teleportation to get into and out of the Watchful Hive if it were possible, and there were some spells that could reach across when properly anchored. The spellslates, for example, worked because they were linked to a similar network of spellslates buried all across Utelia.

But even with the help of the spellslate network, teleporting in and out of the Hive was impossible. Anything they tried to teleport, spell anchors or not, was mangled beyond recognition. That was the reason spellslates needed to be manually transported via boat, though Serof suspected they wouldn’t have wasted the precious things on just getting in and out even if it had been possible.

Regardless, there was one thing they could teleport that reduced the necessity of making large supply runs: food and water. It didn’t matter if the food got mangled as long as all its nutritional content was still there, and so Observers were kept fed with what their Hunter teams fondly nicknamed “teleportation sludge.”

Now that Serof thought about it, that name had definitely been mocking. He scowled at the thought, then scowled again at the fact that he’d been eating nothing but teleportation sludge for years. As if that weren’t bad enough, he was pretty sure that sludge was “supplemented” with the lesser honey that the Broodmother regurgitated after each feeding.

No doubt because it helped keep them all pliant. Serof was struck by a sudden thought—food production was a process that was mostly automated, with most of the incoming food teleported into a tank that preserved the resulting sludge. If he could sabotage the process to somehow make sure the lesser honey was wasted rather than mixed in…

Serof winced. It all came back down to the fact that he didn’t know if he had time. If teleportation wasn’t so much of a problem, he might have been able to teleport himself to Aersheld and get in contact with the kingdom of Thyrahl. They might have tolerated the Red Hunters, but if they caught wind of what was happening in the Watchful Hive, that tolerance would almost certainly end.

Serof wouldn’t have been surprised if they declared outright war, in fact.

Though now that he thought about it… would they even believe him? That buzzing had carved out so many of his memories. So much of his life before the Hive was a blur, and even his time as an Observer was rapidly starting to feel like there were cobwebs plastered over his memories. He knew he’d enabled atrocities, but now he was barely remembering which ones.

The most important things remained, at least. He was still himself. He knew what he’d loved doing, once, and he hoped he’d be able to get to that again one day.

Though that day, he knew, was unlikely to come anytime soon.

Serof sighed. He’d been carefully scrying the catacombs of the Watchful Hive for the past hour or three; he was pretty sure he now knew the route out, and even if he got lost, his scrying wasn’t disabled within the Hive. It would probably take him about the same amount of time to identify where the boats were kept and where the food production facilities were, if he decided he wanted to mess with those.

The trouble was that he was pretty sure low tide would be arriving soon. Before his ability to scry outside had begun to fail, he’d managed to locate both the boathouse on the Aersheld coast and a glimpse of the schedule; it looked like they were preparing for a shipment. Whatever else happened, he needed to be on a boat and on the way back before low tide was over.

Serof sat back against the wall, sighed, and began to scry. This time, he searched for the boats that would allow him to sail back to Aersheld.

As well as the food supply tanks. Just in case he had time.

At the same time, he went over his plan once more. He needed to leave the Hive without being spotted by any of the other Observers. It wouldn’t be the end of the world if he was spotted, at least. Serof was now well aware of and familiar with the downsides of indoctrination, which was that none of them were very good at thinking for themselves. If he was spotted and just gave an excuse, he was pretty sure it would be accepted without question.

He just didn’t really want to deal with it. Knowing that his friends and family were under the control of the Broodmother was one thing, but actually meeting them? Serof didn’t trust himself not to try to shake them out of it, and that he knew wouldn’t go down well.

He’d prioritize making his way to the boats for two reasons. One, the boats were at the entrance to the Hive, and from there, he’d be able to see what time of the day it was. Serof may have been unsure about exactly when low tide would happen, but he did know it always happened at night; if the sun began to set, then he’d know to watch the water level.

Second, he needed to get help first and foremost. Sabotaging the sludge might reduce the Broodmother’s influence, but it wouldn’t do much with their ichorworms still in place. If food production happened to be somewhat near the boats and there was time, then he could spare a moment to mess with it. Otherwise…

Well, he would be back with help. Serof told himself that a few times, trying to ignore the shaking in his limbs.

After he found the boats, he’d need to spend some time familiarizing himself with the enchantments on them, too. He’d never sailed before, and while he knew it was typically done by supplying mana to a set of enchantments on the boats, he had no idea how to manage them. If he wanted to have any hope of avoiding the Red Hunter patrol that would be coming in the opposite direction, he needed to know how to sail intimately.

Or at all. He would also settle for “at all.” Escaping the Watchful Hive was ambitious enough, and the truth of it was that he had no real idea if he could pull any of this off.

But he had to try. All his friends and family were here. Practically his entire clan, each one specializing in light and scrying. Even now, Serof could barely remember how or why they’d all ended up here, but he knew he needed to get them all out.

He was the only chance they had left now. Just this morning, they didn’t even have a chance left. If he could find Cale, if he could get him to help… it would all be alright.

It had to be.

 



 

Serof managed step one with relatively little fanfare.

The biggest problem he’d run into was that the boats were warded, but those wards had been surprisingly easy to break through. They were minimal things, more to prevent them from being whipped out to sea by an errant wind-current from one of the Endless Deep’s constant magical storms than secure them against a potential thief. Clearly, the idea that one of their Observers might break free from an eight-year-long control spell had been outside the Red Hunters’ considerations.

That relieved some of his concerns, but not all of them. The sailing enchantments may as well have been a complex arcane lock, for all Serof understood them. He was beginning to realize he would need to practice within the rather limited confines of the port, which was probably more accurately described as a cavern with some water in it.

On the other hand, there were two boats moored here, so he could afford to mess up with one of them. As far as he was concerned, it was probably better if he did; the more he did to ruin things for the Red Hunters, the better. The whole reason they needed backups like these was because sailing across the Endless Deep was so dangerous. If he destroyed one and stole the other, and the Hunters wrecked their ship getting across, they’d be trapped here.

The thought of that gave Serof a grim sort of satisfaction.

Possibly too much satisfaction. He accidentally crashed the first boat within minutes, feeding just a little too much mana into the wind enchantment and causing it to slam straight into the wall of the cave.

On the other hand, that was enough for him to figure out how the enchantments worked. They looked complicated, but were surprisingly simple: the largest rune created winds that blew the ship forward, and the two slightly smaller ones on each side steered it. Serof spent a few more minutes experimenting with the smaller runes beneath, noting that each of them were associated with a series of defensive spells, most likely to help the boat withstand the storms of the Endless Deep.

Good enough. Serof considered sailing the boat he’d wrecked into the Hive’s walls a few more times, but decided it was better to steer it back into place and leave it as it was, with only a minor patch to prevent water from leaking in.

The sun was still high enough that he had time to go sabotage the food tanks, too.

Even better.

—

Scrying hadn’t prepared Serof for how bad everything would smell.

The teleportation sludge itself was effectively sterile, partly due to the teleportation spell that had created it in the first place and partly due to the preservation wards etched into the food tanks. It wasn’t the source of the smell.

No, the source of the smell was the pipes. The Broodmother’s regurgitated lesser honey was piped through the walls and down into the food tanks, and it smelled nothing like how he remembered. Serof shuddered. In his memories, his food had both smelled and tasted pleasant… which meant that almost everything about it was probably artificially induced by the buzzing.

Any hunger he’d been feeling evaporated at the smell, at least, so there was that.

Thankfully, the production line wasn’t too hard to sabotage. The pipes were relatively fragile things, made out of a thin metal that had clearly been hastily shaped for this purpose. He climbed to the top of the tanks, shoved as hard as he could, and they broke loose and dribbled their honey all over the tank lid.

And also his hands and knees. Serof winced with disgust. He’d need to wash himself thoroughly before eating anything after this. Thankfully, that was all he really needed to do—pushing the pipe into place behind the tank made the so-called honey drip into the drainage system behind, and with how dim the whole place was, his sabotage was barely even noticeable.

Phew. That had been remarkably easy, actually. Serof glanced around, half-expecting one of the other Observers to suddenly appear in the dark; when no one did, he made his way back to the “port” to wait for low tide. While he was there, he gingerly dipped his limbs into the water to scrub off as much of the honey as he could.

It was when he was done that he realized that something was wrong.

Or not… wrong, perhaps. Strange. The sun was still high, which meant that it wasn’t even noon yet; his estimation of time had been way off. It looked like not even half the day had passed.

And yet the water level was going down.

Low tide wasn’t supposed to happen until night. This was one of the few things Serof remembered very clearly, mostly because the Hunters that came to resupply their spellslates never stopped complaining about it. Something about the waters of the Endless Deep being much more intimidating beneath the light of the Dread Moon.

Except right now it was clearly still the middle of the day. It shouldn’t have been time for low tide yet. The tides happened like clockwork, and as far as Serof knew, it had never been off for the last eight years.

Every two months, the Red Hunters arrived in the middle of the night, complaining about having to do so. This was a fact ingrained into him so deeply at this point that it felt wrong to consider that anything else might be true.

So what did it mean that it was off now?

Serof stared at the boats. He had no idea what to think of this. Did that mean he needed to leave now? Was there a reason the Red Hunters waited until night? Low tide was supposed to last six hours, but his sense of time was so off by this point that he barely knew what that meant.

He was pretty sure six hours wasn’t enough time for it to be the middle of the night. This just seemed like the tide was a few hours off.

But why would the tide be a few hours off?

There had been no communication from the Red Hunters about this, so it was unlikely they were anticipating it. When Serof was scrying earlier, he hadn’t noticed the usual team anywhere close by, and if they had been preparing to sail off they would at least have been in the vicinity. That would almost certainly screw with their plans—the tides being low now meant it would be rising again by the time the Red Hunters were in position.

It also meant he wouldn’t need to worry about running into them while sailing back across, if he was quick about it. He might be able to escape into the mountains of Aersheld and find a way to a teleporter that could get him to the Brightscale Academy.

Whichever god did this… thank you, Serof said, bowing his head in a small prayer, feathery antennae dipping with him. Because who else could have done this? The tides shifting to help him couldn’t be anything less than an omen from the gods. A sign of their favor.

After all, the only other thing that might shift the tides themselves was if someone had moved one of the moons, and the idea of that was ridiculous.

 



 

Sternkessel cocked his head. If he had eyes to narrow, he would have narrowed them; as it stood, he simply paused mid-sentence to stare into space, the rings of his head spinning silently for a moment.

“Sterny?” Cale poked him in the shoulder. “You were about to tell us about something you noticed.”

“Sterny?” Sternkessel repeated, turning to stare at the human.

“I’m trying out nicknames! Not sure I like that one, though. Might have to try something else.”

“I see,” Sternkessel replied evenly, careful to avoid changing his expression. Mostly because keeping Cale guessing was developing into a remarkably interesting past-time. “Yes, well. What I was about to say was that I was aware of a third party presence disrupting my domain, but could not trace it. That, it appears, has changed.”

Cale squinted at him. “Are you about to teleport away with no further explanation?”

Sternkessel chuckled. “I will be back in an hour or two,” he said.

Then he reached up to spin one of the rings on his head and vanished.

Cale stared at the spot where he’d left.

“Well,” he said eventually, shrugging. “I’ve got about an hour before the next class, so this is a perfect chance to test my new baking spell.”

He beamed, then paused.

“Technically, I have to see what it evolves into first,” he amended. “It might not be a baking spell. But it probably will be. Anyone coming? We should go fast, because Imrys is headed this way and I’m pretty sure she’s looking for me.”

            
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from SilverLinings
                        

                    

                    I mean, the moon thing was definitely going to come back into play at some point.

Cale Fact: Cale has been to a couple of realms that are mostly covered in water! While sailing magic is typically very sophisticated in those realms, he mostly refers to get around by floating inside a barrier and propelling himself at ludicrous speeds. Once, after an arrogant captain stole the only piece of bread on board the ship from him, he proclaimed he could “swim faster than your funny boat anyway.” He then extracted a rather humiliating promise from the captain should he prove he could, then proceeded to rocket off twice as fast as the ship’s fastest speeds in a way only Cale would (which is to say, lying face down and ramrod straight in the water like a plank.)

Patreon is 12 chapters ahead (up to the end of Book 1 and the start of Book 2!) Also I have a Discord. Come help me build a community!



                



Chapter 46 — Yeast


                “Yeast,” Cale said, very patiently.

Damien stared at him. The poor dreadshade looked like he was getting increasingly confused rather than enlightened, which, frankly, was a little insulting. This explanation had worked perfectly well with Vesuvius!

Although Cale supposed that Vesuvius hadn’t actually had to worry about how yeast worked. It wasn’t really necessary for the vision, and it was technically a vision. It operated on how they both understood the world. All Cale had needed to do was procure the ingredients, mix them in front of an increasingly fascinated elemental god, and then stick them in an oven.

Vesuvius had been both surprised and fascinated the fifth time he went through the process, when the dough rose and baked into a reasonably bread-looking loaf. He was familiar with his element burning things, charring things, and even with the general idea of cooking. What he apparently hadn’t encountered yet—or hadn’t paid much attention to—was baking, where the application of heat transformed raw dough into a different product entirely.

That was when he’d really gotten invested. Cale sighed wistfully; that had been a good few hours of baking. He’d have to find a way to repair the artifact quickly and get another one of those visions… although that meant he’d have to confront Imrys, and he did technically run away from her earlier.

Damien, who had no real way of realizing that Cale was in the middle of a nostalgic reverie, cut through his thoughts. “Yeast?” he asked helplessly.

“What? Oh. Yes. Yeast.” Cale nodded distractedly.

“I don’t… um… I don’t know what you want me to do with that,” Damien said.

There was a small jar sitting on the table between them. As far as Cale was concerned, the jar was just the starting point. It had been a long time since he’d had a good loaf of sourdough bread, and while he could technically get Alina to bake one for him the normal way, it just wasn’t the same for him if it wasn’t made from start to end with magic.

And now he had that magic. Sort of. He still needed to actually evolve the spell, but first he needed to get all the ingredients together, and he had to make his own starter. Cale had ended up running all over the academy grounds just to collect everything he needed.

Which was the following: a jar from Syphus (who had a jar collection, for some reason); several types of flour from Alina (who was very interested, but unfortunately busy trying to tame her mandrake root); water from Flia (who chased him back out of her room immediately after, muttering something about almost having it); and space from Imrys (which he had only acquired after promising to cast the next [Awaken Artifact] with her present.)

Now all he needed to do was to get Damien to accelerate the process of making the starter. Decay mana was closely related to fungal mana! All Damien needed to do was use his magic to accelerate the growth of the yeast in the air while he fed it various types of flour…

…Hm. Now that he thought about it, Damien would probably be a lot less confused if he’d said all of this out loud. He sort of assumed he had, but thinking back, he was pretty sure he’d actually just stared intently at his apprentice and then said the word “yeast.”

“Damien,” Cale said. “Did I ask you to make some yeast, or did I just stare at you and then say the word yeast?”

“The, um… definitely the second one,” Damien said awkwardly. “You wanted me to make yeast? How do I even… shouldn’t we talk about, you know, everything that just happened?”

“What?” Cale asked blankly. “Oh, you mean with our fire resonance class? I mean, we can’t just run off to Haelforge to solve their problems. Professor Delia seems like she has it handled, and they have an alchemist that knows how to alleviate the symptoms of shimmerdust poisoning. Imrys already said she’d help fix the Firestorm Scale. I feel like everything resolved pretty neatly.”

Damien stared at him. “First of all, they didn’t,” he said. “We have those… those fly things all over the academy! We have to do something about them!”

“If we did, they’d know we’re on to them,” Cale said reasonably. “What we should do is find out where they’re coming from and destroy the source artifact before they can hide it. Which Sternkessel is doing, so I think we get to focus on baking.”

Damien sighed. “And second, I was talking about our History of the Great Realms class,” he said. “You know, the class we just had, where you took over the professor and started lecturing the class instead? Three students fainted, one of them somehow discovered a new spell, and I’m pretty sure you gave the professor nosebleeds for several different reasons.”

Cale paused, frowning. That had been… a pretty normal class, it felt like. Certainly less eventful than most of his other classes had been. “What’s there to talk about?”

“Everything!” Damien gestured wildly, then groaned at Cale’s blank expression. “You can’t just completely overturn centuries of…”

The dreadshade trailed off and sighed. “Nevermind. You’re going to do it no matter what I say, aren’t you?”

Cale shot Damien an offended look. “The textbook was wrong. And rude! I wasn’t just going to let my friends be slandered. K’xoarcl might have a mouth in its exposed brains, but it also has feelings.”

He paused. “Twice as much feeling per feeling, actually,” he added. “We checked. Mathematically sound. It really messed up the utilitarians in that realm for a bit.”

“I think if I question that I’m going to end up the same way our professor did,” Damien muttered to himself. “Okay, um… just nevermind all that, then. I do have something I need to talk to you about, but that can wait until Syphus gets here again. I don’t think I should let people overhear me. Especially if those fly things are around.”

Cale shot him a curious look at that, but shrugged, choosing not to question it. “So, you’ll help me?” he asked brightly.

Damien hesitated. “What did you want me to do? You wanted me to make yeast?”

“Fungal magic is closely related to decay magic,” Cale explained. “All you need to do is figure out some sort of decay spell that accelerates the growth of yeast in this jar while I feed it.”

Damien stared doubtfully at the various packs of flour Cale had brought with him. “Are you sure that’s how you’re supposed to make… whatever this is?” he asked. “Decay isn’t usually something I would want to mix with food…”

Cale shrugged. “Mostly!” he said, beaming. “Technically you’re just supposed to feed the starter with one type of flour, but I figure we can mix it up. Give the yeast a nice, varied diet. Enrichment, you know?”

“I don’t think that’s how that works,” Damien said hesitantly.

“It’ll be fine.” Cale waved off his concerns. “Just hit the jar with a [Decay Bolt] or something. It should kickstart the whole process.”

“We’re not starting with [Decay Bolt],” Damien protested immediately. “That’s just a full decay effect! It would make it rot!”

Cale paused. “Good point. What about [Yeast Bolt]?”

“I would have suggested that already if I had it,” Damien mumbled. “I don’t know how to make one.”

“Would be a great time to try!” Cale gave him a friendly grin. “You never know what you’re capable of. Besides, think about it—you’d be proving that you can use decay mana for much more than just death and rot. You’d be able to use it for baking. Which is kind of like healing, if you think about it.”

“You lost me at that last part,” Damien said, though he couldn’t help but smile slightly. “But yeah, I guess… I guess that would be nice.”

 



 

Damien stared at the jar and hesitated, feeling slightly ridiculous. There was no reason to feel nervous about his ability to follow through on Cale’s absurd plan—especially since he was pretty sure Cale wouldn’t blame him if he failed—but the guy was so sincerely excited about it that Damien just didn’t want to disappoint him.

That and he was liable to come up with something even more worrying if this whole thing with decay mana didn’t work out. Damien wasn’t sure which one was worse. After everything Cale had helped him with, though, this seemed like a minor favor to return in comparison.

He just had to figure out how exactly he was supposed to do this. Safely. As powerful as Cale was, he wasn’t invulnerable, and one of the few secrets he had been concerningly open about was the fact that he was still vulnerable to most non-magical kinds of poison.

Damien really didn’t want his only effective mentor-slash-friend to die of food poisoning before they got to understanding his new mana aspect. Or after, for that matter.

Or ever, preferably, but from what Cale had said…

Damien studiously avoided thinking about that by engaging the one defense mechanism he’d practiced thoroughly with: changing the subject he was dwelling on. He still hadn’t gotten the chance to talk to Cale about his new [Legacy of the Verdant Flame]; Syphus had been in a bit of a rush when they were meeting with it earlier, but had promised to meet them “soon.” Damien was only willing to talk about this with Syphus in the room, especially now that he knew that the Red Hunters were apparently constantly watching them.

He could still think about it, though. He might even be able to cast Verdant Flame spells—if the Red Hunters hadn’t already detected its emergence when he placed his mana on the Firestorm Scale, then they weren’t likely to be watching closely enough to notice when he cast a second time. The only question was whether the Verdant Flame would help him with this whole yeast thing.

Cale wasn’t wrong. Decay magic was closely tied to fungal magic. The few times his decay mana had grown out of control, he’d seen all sorts of strange types of fungi growing on everything it touched.

Mostly mushrooms. Really, really weird mushrooms.

Now that he thought about it, Damien realized he’d developed a bit of a fear of mushrooms. No wonder he felt so uncomfortable in the cafeteria… not to mention that one enormous myconid he shared Magical History lessons with.

“And here I thought it was because of the whole psychic link thing,” Damien mumbled to himself.

Cale gave him a strange look. “What?”

Damien jumped. “Oh! N-nothing. Um, I was just realizing I kind of have a fear of mushrooms?”

“You do?” Cale blinked, and then a look of understanding dawned in his eyes. “Oh. Yeah, no, that makes sense, actually. Are you sure you want to do this?”

“Yes,” Damien said quickly, because the only thing worse than the idea of failing to do this was the idea of not even trying. “Just give me a minute, I need to decide if… um, I need to decide on something.”

He needed to decide if the Verdant Flame would help him with this.

As far as he understood—and he didn’t understand much—the Verdant Flame embodied the relationship between fire and decay. More specifically, however, Damien was pretty sure embodied the cycle of decay. In the same way that decay was an abstract representation of entropy and death, the Verdant Flame was an abstract representation of the movement of life. Of one living thing making way for another.

Yeast was kind of like that, wasn’t it? Damien wasn’t all that familiar with what it did, but the basic idea of it had been covered in Magical Plagues: yeast was present basically everywhere, and the vast majority of subspecies weren’t magical in the slightest. The few that were rarely affected any living species. Instead, they evolved to feed on specific magical plants when they died, eating away at the defensive mana to allow the natural process of decomposition to take place.

Damien was pretty sure he could work with that.

He drew on his mana, hesitated for a moment, then began trying to attune it to the aspect of the Verdant Flame. His eyes widened—the process felt almost easy. Most of the time, trying to attune his mana made him feel like he was pushing up against a massive wall of stone; even when Cale had helped him make the process easier, it felt like… trying to roll Syphus up a hill or something.

But attuning to the Verdant Flame was different. There was still resistance, far less, like he was opening a door rather than trying to force something impossible. His Manamorphic Cloak fluttered beneath his shoulders as he focused, attempting to draw on his mana, but he quieted it with a small effort of will. He didn’t need it to separate his mana for now.

Strangely enough, Damien thought he felt a hint of… reluctance? Annoyance? He wasn’t sure, but it felt like the cloak had responded with something. Still, it obeyed, releasing its grasp on the mana he was trying to attune.

And soon after that, Damien finally had a fistful of Verdant Flame mana in his core.

Attuning to the Verdant Flame was costly, he noted distantly. It was easier for him to attune by far, but it took a lot of decay mana to produce even a single unit of Verdant Flame mana. Why that was he couldn’t be sure, but Damien suspected it had something to do with it being a Legacy.

It didn’t matter for now. Once he had the Verdant Flame mana, he could…

Damien paused. He didn’t actually know how to make a spell.

“Um,” he said. “How do mages normally… make spells?”

Cale raised an eyebrow. “If you want to know how spell constructs are made we’re going to be here a while,” he said. “And frankly I don’t know all the details myself. Construct creation is quite literally an art that takes centuries to master.”

“Oh,” Damien said.

“But!” Cale continued cheerfully. “Spell constructs are technically just a way to make sure a spell effect is repeatable. Normally a mage manages a spell effect and then spends years studying it to break it down into a construct; the Gift is a shortcut for that part of the process. So all you really need to do is figure out a way to make the mana do what you want.”

“But… how do I do that?” Damien asked helplessly. Cale grinned at him.

“You just gotta try,” he said, and then when Damien gave him a despairing look, he laughed. “It’s a lot easier than it sounds, I promise,” he said. “Magic wants to be cast. Do you know what the earliest forms of magic were? They weren’t spells cast through wands—that’s a recent development, for a relative value of ‘recent.’ It happened because mages needed ways to cast spells immediately.

“In a lot of ways, that modern version of magic is better, but if it solved everything then rituals and all that would be obsolete. And I’m sure you’ve noticed this already, but it very much isn’t.” Cale smiled, extending a thin barrier from his hand as though it were a wand. “Rituals are needed for some of the strongest magics out there. You’ve seen what domains can do. Now, what’s one form of magic we haven’t dealt with yet?”

Damien hesitated. “Incantations?” he guessed.

“Exactly!” Cale beamed proudly at him, clapping a hand on his shoulder, and Damien did his best to suppress the glow of pride from within. Mostly because he wasn’t really sure what to do with anyone being proud of him. Or him being proud of himself, for that matter. “Magic wants to be cast. Incantations are one of the best ways to persuade it to do that. Just like praying to the Gift, for example.”

“So… I should try an incantation,” Damien said slowly, and Cale nodded at him.

“Try to shape your mana in a way that feels right for what you want it to do,” he said encouragingly. He took Damien’s wrist and guided it to the edge of the jar, just over the water-flour mixture inside. “Then whisper your incantation. It might take a few tries, but don’t worry if it fails.”

“A-alright,” Damien said. He felt a little foolish, but he did it anyway, extending his new Verdant Flame mana into a thin little rod that extended into the mixture.

Cale’s eyes widened slightly at the pale, flickering green flame that extended from Damien’s fingers, but he said nothing. Instead, his gaze somehow became intent. Damien looked up for just a moment, caught the conflict in his eyes, a flicker of something old and heavy he couldn’t understand.

And along with that, something seemed to change. The rest of the room faded away, leaving only Damien, the jar, and Cale Cadwell Cobbs. He could feel the mana in the room gathering around them, almost like it was holding its breath and waiting for him. Waiting for…

Waiting for the creation of a spell.

Damien thought it would be difficult to find the words, but instead, the words came to him naturally and seemed almost to reverberate into the mana itself:

O driver of cycles within the air: you who seeds civilizations, the ever-present, the spore-eternal

Feast now upon your gods-given fare: an offering given for a harvest yet to be, now-ethereal

Something seemed to flood through Damien, a pattern that was familiar and then suddenly different. The Gift curled around him in reaction—no, in anticipation. Excitement? His cloak fluttered behind him, seeming to sense the change in energy.

[Decay Bolt] has evolved into [Yeast Bolt]!

Damien stared. He’d almost forgotten that all of this was about encouraging yeast to grow in the jar.

[Yeast Bolt, Level 1] [Second Tier (Unique), Active] [500 Mana]

An application of the Verdant Flame, this spell encourages the growth of yeast and other microorganisms that contribute to the taste profile of sourdough bread. This spell will forever be known as the first of the Legacy of the Verdant Flame.

“Um,” Damien said. “I think the Gift might be making fun of me.”

“We definitely need to talk about that,” Cale said, sounding distracted. Damien glanced over to find his mentor busy dumping pinches of flour into a now-frothing mixture of flour and water. “And about how you know about incantation rules. After we deal with this, though! We need to make sure we don’t ruin the starter. Quick, help me dump more flour into this—”

Syphus’s dry voice echoed into the room, making them both jump. “I would ask if I arrived at a bad time, but I’m not sure any timing would explain this,” the golem said. “Lucky for you both, I don’t care as long as Cale turns my arm into a cannon later. What was it you wanted to tell us, Damien?”

“Um,” Damien said. “It’s about… I think it’s about a new mana aspect? Kind of? The Gift said it was something called a Legacy—”

“Oh?” Syphus seemed suddenly very interested. It rolled all the way up to him and peered at him closely. “You’ve discovered a new mana aspect, have you? How interesting.”

“Sisyphus, stop taking over Syphus without asking,” Cale said without looking up. “Also, come help me dump flour into this jar! The yeast is hungry!”

Syphus—or Sisyphus? Damien was deeply confused about this—sighed and straightened. “You know, I did think you would be as difficult to locate as the legends say… but I did not think you would be difficult to predict as well.”

“Less talking, more flour-bending, or I’m going to make sure the next time Syphus conjures sand it’s going to show up on top of you.”

“…The fact that I believe you troubles me greatly.” Syphus’s golem body shuddered before moving to help.

Damien just stared at them both.

Then he mechanically grabbed some flour and started helping with the flour thing. It seemed easier than questioning whatever this was.
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Chapter 47 — Baking Bread, Pt 1


                Cale, Damien, and the golem that was definitely still Sisyphus inhabiting Syphus’s body all stared at what was now seven jars of sourdough starter sitting in front of them.

“Um… do we really need this much of it?” Damien asked awkwardly. “Also, I feel like you shouldn’t put this into food? Not to downplay our efforts down or anything. I just also don’t want you to die.”

Cale scoffed. “I’m not going to die.”

Then he paused, staring critically at the jars sitting in front of him. “…but just in case, what did the Gift say again?” he asked. “It specified that the spell encourages the growth of sourdough-specific microorganisms, right? Nothing about, I don’t know, magic yeast?”

“Definitely nothing about magic yeast,” Damien said, sounding slightly worried. “…Is magic yeast something I need to start worrying about?”

“Probably not!” Cale said cheerfully. “What about the rest?”

“It does technically specify sourdough,” Damien agreed, although he seemed reluctant to do so. Honestly, it was like he was expecting him to use that agreement as an excuse to dismiss his concerns about the starter. Cale would have been offended if he hadn’t been planning on doing exactly that.

“Then we’ll be fine!” he said cheerfully. “Worst case, we get Nala to taste it. I’m sure she still wants whatever it is she wanted you guys for yesterday. We can just trade that for some help with the taste testing. And since the end result will be great, it’s really just a win for her.”

“I feel like there are a lot of assumptions in what you just said, and also—” Damien waved a hand helplessly toward the jars. “I’m pretty sure the fact that the starter is glowing and trying to talk is a bad sign!”

“It’s not trying to talk,” Cale said, wrinkling his nose and giving the jars another once-over. The liquid in one of them responded with an encouraging burble, making him blink. “Er, probably. They’re probably not trying to talk. I’m assuming the burbling is just a side effect of all the magic flour I dumped in there.”

“Magic—” Damien cut himself off with a groan. “Why did you feel it magic flour? Where did you even get magic flour? No, don’t answer that, I know where you got it. Better question: Why did Auntie Alina give you magic flour?”

“Because she wanted to know what would happen!” Cale said with a grin. “I promised to tell her. She would’ve joined us but she was busy with the mandrake stuff. You were there, remember?”

“I sort of tuned it out after you started talking about how she gets her ingredients,” Damien mumbled, his face turning a little red. He rubbed at his temples, staring at the jars again with concern. “Shouldn’t our first attempt at this be to make… I don’t know, normal bread?”

“What would be the point in that?” Cale gave Damien a blank, puzzled stare. “I’ve had normal bread. Don’t get me wrong, the point of this is the baking magic and not the bread, but I mean, so much of baking magic is an unexplored frontier. Magic bread could be a whole new class of magic, you know.”

He paused thoughtfully. “Even if all it does is glow,” he added. “I’d call glowing bread a success, really. We could use it as a nightlamp.”

“Please do not use a loaf of bread as a nightlamp.” Damien muttered something to himself about throwing it out before Cale noticed, to which Cale put on an expression of mock offense. “I’m just saying, doing so many things different for our first loaf seems risky. We don’t even know what’s going to happen with your spell.”

“You have a point there,” Cale admitted. “Don’t worry, the glowing is secondary. I mostly just want to see what happens first. If there’s going to be a bad reaction, I’d rather it happen to an experimental loaf than a real one, you know?”

“That… makes a weird amount of sense.” Damien didn’t quite seem to know what to do with that fact. He sighed. “Alright. Um, what’s next?”

“Well, it’s time to get the dough ready, of course.” Cale grinned. “Syphus, did you get the stuff?”

“It did indeed,” Sisyphus answered dryly for his golem. He reached into Syphus’s storage space to withdraw some oil, salt, a bag of flour, and a jar of water, ready to be mixed into dough. Then he glanced at Cale curiously. “I confess I have encountered few mages with such a proclivity for magical baking, of all things. What exactly are you expecting this magic to do?”

“You’ve never met a bread mage?” Cale asked, raising an eyebrow. “I find it hard to believe that one of the Named hasn’t met a bread mage… although come to think of it, I guess you wouldn’t have had much of a chance.”

Sisyphus shot Cale a withering look. “Enlighten me,” he said, his voice dripping with sarcasm.

Cale eyed him for a moment. “Wow that expression looks out of place on Syphus,” he muttered. “Bread mages specialize in baking magic. They technically do all baked goods, not just bread, but apparently ‘bread mage’ sounded better than most of their other options.”

“And you admire them because…” Sisyphus trailed off, somehow managing to give Cale an impression of a raised eyebrow.

“Because baking is the pinnacle of magic, obviously,” Cale said. He glanced up to find both Sisyphus and Damien staring at him, one skeptical and the other mostly confused, and sighed. “You don’t believe me, do you?”

“It’s, um…” Damien hesitated. “It’s a bit hard to believe?”

Cale clicked his tongue. “Mages these days,” he muttered, shaking his head. Then he eyed the two of them again, wondering if he should take the time to explain. In his experience, explaining rarely helped, but then he was intending to spend the foreseeable future around them.

He dumped the ingredients together in a bowl and began to mix it all together, feeling the dough take shape beneath his fingers. He’d missed this. There was something relaxing about the process of baking, even without magic behind it. It was the magic he found special, but it was hard to love the magic without developing some fondness for the act itself.

“Alright,” he said. Hopefully he wasn’t going to regret this—explaining involved some memories he really would have preferred not to touch. “Like I said, baking is the pinnacle of magic, and I’m not just saying that. Mana aspects embody different concepts, right? And through those aspects, all things are possible. Magic is like a map to reality, and mana aspects are the roads.

“Now think of baking magic like a blindspot,” he said. “A hole in the map. You know where the hole is, and if you’re very clever, you can figure out the shape of the hole… but you can’t get around the fact that the hole is there. That’s kind of what baking magic is. Spells that poke at the shape of that hole, trying to identify its borders.”

Cale made a face. “Though it’s a lot more complicated than that, obviously,” he said. “For one thing, it’s not a two-dimensional hole, it’s a gap in magic encompassing the platonic ideal of bread. The closer you get to bread, the more complex magic gets. Fun fact, actually: did you know there’s no [Conjure Bread] spell? They’re supposed to be impossible.

“Related fun fact: it’s way harder to conjure, say, an illusion of bread than it is literally anything else. It’s a great way to figure out if you’re trapped in an illusion.” Cale grinned. “You have no idea how many illusion spells my love for baking magic has gotten me out of. Or how angry dark lords get when they find out you broke out of their trap because their illusion specialist couldn’t conjure bread.”

Damien stared at him. “That’s… really weird?”

“It’s really cool, is what it is!” Cale grinned at the dreadshade, entirely unrepentant. “Believe it or not, that same property is what makes baking magic exceptionally dangerous. If you aren’t careful, it can and will override a lot of standard magical defenses. The only reason more people don’t use it is because it sounds ridiculous at first glance, and also because it’s very hard to learn compared to most magics. Most realms don’t ever get to realizing it can be used offensively.”

Over to the side, Sisyphus made a noise of understanding. “Hence your interest,” he said. “You wish for the power that this baking magic could grant you.”

Cale blinked. “Uh, no,” he said. “It’s just cool. It’s the frontier of magic! No matter what realm you go to, no matter how advanced they are, baking magic is always the one thing they haven’t completely figured out. There’s always new spells, and they’re always increasingly complex.” He sniffed. “It’s beautiful.”

Sisyphus stared at him like he was at a loss for words. Damien, on the other hand, looked contemplative.

“So there are holes in what magic can do?” he asked timidly. “Like, um, aspects that stopped existing or something?”

“I mean, that’s not exactly what baking magic is,” Cale said. “As far as I know, a bread aspect has never existed. I think. But yes, technically magic can have holes in it. Why?”

“It’s related to the thing I got,” Damien mumbled. Cale’s brows furrowed slightly at how reticent the dreadshade was suddenly being—was the poor guy nervous about Sisyphus’s presence or something? “Is it… good? If your magic is like that?”

“It can be,” Cale said. He eyed Damien for a long moment. Was Damien’s new aspect something like that? That would be worrying for a number of different reasons. Come to think of it, he’d called it a Legacy, and Cale hadn’t heard that term in connection with an aspect before.

He considered things for a moment, then sighed. He really hadn’t wanted to go into this, but if Damien was having doubts…

“There is a special property of magic like this,” Cale said after a moment. “How much do you know about how directly opposing magical effects behave? We’ve seen a bit of this already, if you remember—like when an artifact capable of attuning all mana aspects encounters an aspect that can’t be attuned.”

Damien looked briefly confused, but answered anyway. “The mana doesn’t get attuned,” he said. “Some effects are stronger?”

“Some effects override others,” Cale corrected. “Technically it’s a pretty complex interaction—it depends on the type of magic being used, the mana aspects involved, the strength of the spells, all sorts of things. But there is one deciding factor that matters more than the rest. Some realms call it the Tyranny of Divinity.”

“It has to do with the gods?” Damien asked, the poor dreadshade looking more confused than ever.

At the side, leaning against a wall, Sisyphus shook his head. “No,” he said, looking at Cale with interest. “The Tyranny of Divinity refers to the fact that at certain stages of core development, your spells become more real than everyone else’s. A minor or major divinity can cast a [Fireball] that burns even a [Shield of Water], for example.”

“Exactly,” Cale said. “And at the pinnacle of that hierarchy stands the Monoliths… although I guess you don’t really know what those are yet.” Cale frowned for a moment, then shrugged. “Eh, you’ll be an archmage soon enough.”

Damien made a strangled noise. Cale ignored it.

“Monoliths are each an embodiment of a crucial function of the Great Realms and of magic itself,” Cale said. “No magic, mortal or divine, surpasses them. In some realms, they’re known as Pillars or Laws; if you find any old texts regarding those, they’re talking about the Monoliths. If a Monolith casts a [Fireball] at you, it doesn’t matter how good your [Perfect Reflection] is or if you’re a fire elemental with perfect immunity to fire. You will be incinerated. Their spell effect is so ‘real,’ so to speak, that it overrides anything else. With me so far?”

“I wish I wasn’t,” Damien said, his eyes wide. “T-that sounds terrifying. How are we supposed to fight something like that?”

“You don’t,” Cale said dryly. “Never fight a Monolith. If you somehow piss one of them off, I recommend you run away as fast as possible. Preferably in my general direction. But I doubt you’ll anger them; they are, by nature, pretty fixated on whatever Law they embody.”

He smiled at Damien. “You know one of them, even,” he added helpfully. “I mean, sort of. The Leviathan is a Monolith, and she’s never hurt any of you, even though you’ve been near Flia’s puddles constantly.”

If anything, that just made Damien turn even more pale. The dreadshade made a distressed sort of noise, swallowed, and tried his best to look like he wasn’t in the middle of a panic attack. “Okay,” he said. “Um, what does this have to do with… the holes in magic?”

“It’s context,” Cale said, drumming his fingers on the table. The dough he was mixing was mostly done and just needed to rest now; he’d forgotten how much waiting was involved in the whole baking process. “You need to understand: the Tyranny is supposed to be absolute. But nothing is ever perfectly absolute, and where there are holes in magic, the rules can bend.”

He glanced at Damien, something in his expression dimming slightly. “Once,” he said. “there was a brave little mage that wanted to save her realm in the middle of a war. A Monolith sought to destroy her and her realm, you see, but she couldn’t bear to see a single other soul die. The only problem? She didn’t know any defensive magic. Or offensive magic. She was a simple bread mage, and her followers came to her for food, not shelter.

“Yet when the gaze of the Monolith fell on her realm, she did her best to defend it.” Cale sighed, looking off into the distance. “The Tyranny was in full effect: a Monolith’s spell tore at her realm, and though she was strong, she wasn’t strong enough. She was a major divinity, nowhere close to a Monolith. It shouldn’t have worked.”

Damien stared at him. “But—but it did?” he asked quietly, his voice soft and hopeful.

“But it did,” Cale said. He gave his apprentice a small, tired smile. “She took out a fresh tray, cast [Enlarge Bread], [Fortify Bread], [Refreshing Loaf], [Baker’s Heart]… You should have seen the look on that Monolith’s face. A stubborn little bread god standing up against a pillar of the Realms, and she stopped him, just for a second, with a giant brioche bun.”

Cale snickered a bit, though even now it felt a touch forced. He sighed. “That woman and her spell is the only reason her realm still stands,” he said. “She slowed him down by stopping his first spell. It should have been impossible, but she did it. And that kept him there just long enough for me to catch up.”

Damien stared at him. “You were there,” he said. “You say that like—you say that like you fought—”

Cale winced. “I don’t suppose you can pretend you never heard that bit?” he asked hopefully, and when Damien just kept staring, he let out a long breath. “Yeah, I figured as much.”

A moment of hesitation.

“Yes,” he answered. “There was… a war. A long time ago. A war that most of the Great Realms no longer remember. I prefer not to think about it or talk about it, but it’s hard to talk about this without getting into it at least a little.” Cale let out a rueful chuckle. “Long story short, everyone took sides. The Monoliths, the Named—everyone. It was the single greatest war that ever struck the Great Realms, and far too many people died for its cause.”

“And you were there,” Damien said softly. His eyes widened as realization struck him. “You… you said you’re just reborn in a different realm every time you die. Were you… were you trapped?”

“I would really rather not talk about it,” Cale said, glancing away. “I’ll tell you this much. The Monolith’s name was Kismet. He was the Second Monolith, the Law of What Must Be, and it was his duty to bring all worlds together when the time came. Something went wrong. We still don’t know what, but for the first time, ever, one of his prophecies failed, and the Realms began to end.

“Until that day, we didn’t know what would happen if a Monolith broke their own Law. We didn’t even know it was possible. Turns out it is, and when it happens, the Monolith goes berserk and does everything they can to enforce their Law. In Kismet’s case, he had to bring the realms together, no matter what it took or who he sacrificed.

“We couldn’t keep up with him.” Cale clenched his fists. “He was the Monolith of Fate. He knew where we would be and everything we were going to try to do, so we were always one step behind. Until the realm of Telvass, where a brave little god did something that should never have worked, and lost her life in the process.”

Cale fell silent, and for a moment, no one spoke.

“What was her name?” Damien asked quietly.

“Pumpernickel.” Cale gave his apprentice a slight smile. “Not many remember her, but I do. It’s a good name for a god of baking.”

“It is,” Damien agreed soflty. “I’ll, um. I’ll try to remember her too.”

“You don’t have to do that,” Cale said, this time with a smile that was a little more real. He dragged Damien closer so he could ruffle his not-quite-hair, ignoring the yelp of protest and the way the cloak he wore fluttered dramatically. “But I appreciate it. I’m sure she would have, too.

“Anyway!” Cale straightened. “Does that answer your question?”

“I think it does,” Damien said. “Thank you. Um… I guess I should tell you why I was asking.”

He took a deep breath. “When I put my mana on that scale, the Gift gave me a new spell. [Legacy of the Verdant Flame].”

Cale’s breath caught.

“It said it was a reforged aspect, so I thought maybe…” Damien trailed off as he noticed the way Cale was gripping the table. “U-um, did I do something wrong? Do you know something about this?”

“No, you didn’t, and yes, I do.” Cale took a deep breath, forcing himself to unclench his fingers and doing his best to give Damien an encouraging smile. “Keep going. I’ll explain what I can once you’re done.”

 



 

Serof made it across the Endless Deep and to the shores of the Aersheld continent without incident, which was starting to worry him. One thing going his way was… well, it was one thing. But multiple things in a row, repeatedly, without any complications?

That felt like either the hand of fate or a trap.

Possibly both.

Everything around him was remarkably silent, which only served to make him more nervous. He’d been living with a buzzing in his skull for the past eight years. That the shores here didn’t have the sounds of even the bugs or animals around was bizarre.

Serof frowned.

Too bizarre. He should at least have been able to hear the sound of the waves crashing against the shore, but even the sound of that had faded away. That shouldn’t have been possible. He turned to glance at the waves—

—or, well, he tried. Serof found himself frozen in place, and realized almost immediately what had happened.

One of the other Observers had spotted him.

He cursed. Of course there would be an Observer surveying the site before the Red Hunter team was meant to make their way across the shore—just because the Hunters themselves weren’t there yet didn’t mean their Observer wasn’t keeping an eye on things, and if they were keeping an eye on things, then their ichorworm could freeze him in place until the Hunters came to investigate. Whichever Observer it was had no doubt already alerted their team, which meant—

—it meant he’d failed. He’d been caught. Serof’s heart hammered in his chest, and he stared at the open skies with a sort of desperate longing. How long had it been since he’d seen the sky through anything except a vision? To be caught right on the verge of freedom felt like a mockery of his efforts. 

But he couldn’t just do nothing. The Observer would be able to see and hear him. Maybe he could try to convince them he belonged?

“I’m supposed to be here,” Serof lied. “I’m Observer #27, remember? I was given leave to investigate a disturbance with my ichorworm.”

He winced almost as soon as he said it, though the spell that bound him kept the wince from being noticeable. No Observer would ever be given leave to investigate things themselves—that was the whole point of the Hunter teams they were assigned.

“Let me go,” he said, feigning impatience. “There’s only a six hour window until I can return. If you waste my time, I’ll be stuck outside the Hive.”

Serof had no way of knowing what the Observer watching him thought of all this, obviously, but he thought he could feel hesitation. That, or he was imagining things.

He was probably imagining things. He didn’t have any magic that could reach through to people that were scrying on him.

Still… no, it did feel like his feet were a little looser. He wasn’t being held so firmly in the ichorworm’s grip. Serof pushed against it, trying to free himself, and saw himself slowly inching one step forward—

—only to suddenly freeze in place again. Serof grimaced. The Observer had changed their minds, then. Or they’d managed to contact someone that had commanded he be kept in place. Serof’s mind raced, trying to think of any way out of this, but there was nothing he could do. He specialized in scrying magic, for crying out loud! It was the least defensive magic there was.

“Ah, there it is,” a smooth voice spoke from behind him, and Serof suddenly found himself stumbling forward, free from the ichorworm’s grasp. He turned around, his eyes widening, and then tried to process what he was looking at.

An… immaculately dressed gentleman with rings for a head? And a very pretty light glowing within those rings.

Serof immediately smacked down his moth instincts. Bad. That’s not a lamp.

“Thank you,” he said cautiously. He kept himself tense and ready to run, just in case this man was with the Red Hunters, though he couldn’t imagine one of the Hunters would destroy an ichorworm. “Um—Who are you?”

“Ah, I am Professor Sternkessel of the Kazix Brightscale Academy of the Attuned Arts.” The strange man dipped his sort-of-head toward him in a bow. Serof got the strange, impossible sense that he was being smiled at. “I was investigating the mage that was scrying on the Elemental Shrine of Fire. You wouldn’t happen to know who that is, would you?”

“That—it was me,” Serof blurted. “But I wasn’t doing it by choice! You have to believe me. Please, we need to get out of here before—”

Sternkessel sighed. “Unfortunately, it does appear that more of these things are converging on this location,” he said, flicking the dead ichorworm to Serof, who caught it with a yelp. “And it appears a secondary spatial spell has activated. How… inconvenient. You wouldn’t happen to know a way out of this, would you?”

Serof stared at him, his heart hammering again, but did his best not to panic. The Brightscale professors were all monsters, weren’t they? He had help now. He wasn’t alone. He wracked his head, trying to figure out what that “secondary spatial spell” might be.

“One of the spellslates activates a spatial cube trap,” Serof said suddenly, and now he was terrified all over again. Their surroundings were beginning to fade, replaced by what appeared to be a labyrinth made out of dark, glimmering crystal. “That might be it. But there isn’t—there isn’t a way out of those.”

“Fascinating,” Professor Sternkessel said, and now he sounded amused, for some reason. “Perhaps I can convince Cale to allow me to perform a study on that Thread of Fate of his. I would call it a convenient tool, but from what he has said… well, it appears to have a history of causing innumerable tragedy, as well.”

“That’s ominous,” Serof said. “Is that ominous? You said that like it was supposed to be reassuring, but it was definitely ominous.”

Sternkessel chuckled. “We simply have to ensure this is not one of the occasions that lead to tragedy,” he said simply. He whipped out a hand, and a long cane extended out of it, tapping against the ground. “Shall we? We only have so much time before your Red Hunters arrive, and I would hate to disappoint Cale by necessitating a rescue.”
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                    And we finally get to the baking magic!

Cale Fact: Cale has, in fact, absolutely died from eating bread that was not for human consumption at least once. He did technically survive the first round, but stole a second loaf. To this day he maintains that it was worth it.
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Chapter 48 — Baking Bread, Pt 2


                Cale listened as Damien explained everything he knew, keeping his expression carefully neutral in the process. Inside, though, his mind was whirling.

The Verdant Flame. No matter how many years passed, the name remained achingly familiar. Even now, Cale remembered a time when entire temples had been dedicated to it, when pilgrims had crossed entire worlds just to feel its warmth.

But the Verdant Flame had been lost in the same war that had cost the Great Realms so much. Like so many other things he’d encountered on Utelia, it should have been dead.

“Cale?” Damien asked. He’d finished his explanation and was now looking at Cale expectantly, though the longer Cale was silent, the more nervous he became. He fidgeted with the edge of his cloak. “Um. You’re not saying anything.”

“I’m just trying to decide where to even start.” Cale sighed, drumming his fingers on the table and staring at the now-dormant dough in the bowl. He wondered briefly if he could get away with changing the subject back to baking. Probably not. “How much did you know about this, Sisyphus?”

“What makes you think I knew anything?” Sisyphus objected.

Cale rolled his eyes. “The Named don’t show up for no reason,” he said. “You’re interested in Utelia, or you wouldn’t have sent Syphus here. You’ve already intervened twice, which is twice more than you can usually intervene, and you showed up right when Damien mentioned getting a new aspect. I’m betting you at least knew it was possible, even if you didn’t know what the aspect would be.”

Sisyphus raised a finger to object, paused, then put it down again with a frown. “Are you sure we can’t go back to talking about this Pumpernickel of yours?” he asked. “I will admit, you’ve made me quite interested in this whole ‘baking magic’ thing.”

“I suppose we could go back to baking, if you’d rather I not explain anything I know about the Verdant Flame.” Cale raised a challenging eyebrow, and Sisyphus froze before letting out an awkward laugh.

“Right,” he said. “Nothing gets past you, I suppose! You’re quite unlike the legends, you know.”

“Legends?” Damien asked curiously.

“Of course!” Sisyphus grinned, even as Cale winced. “Cale Cadwell Cobbs himself! The man known throughout the Great Realms, though almost always by a different name. He’s the Mad Mage of the Lower Fossils, the Nightmare of the Land of Dreams, the Wishbreaker that ended the Starborne Plague—”

“Okay, that’s quite enough of that!” Cale interrupted hastily, glaring at Sisyphus before he said anything too damning. Of course a Named would be aware of all the epithets he’d earned over his lifetimes. He was starting to regret not being more selective about them; clearly, he should have been much more firm about not being referred to as “the Nightmare.”

Thankfully, Sisyphus stopped talking and gave him an expectant look instead, clearly waiting for an explanation. Damien, on the other hand, was staring at him with wide eyes.

Cale grumbled an ancient curse under his breath and was only mildly gratified to see Sisyphus flinching slightly.

“Alright, fine,” he said with a sigh. “So, the Verdant Flame.”

Both Sisyphus and Damien leaned forward in anticipation. Cale pulled the bowl of dough back before any of Syphus’s sand could get in it, shooting Sisyphus a reproving look; the golem was still covered in the stuff. “It is—or it should be a dead mana aspect, although keep in mind that mana aspect isn’t really the right word for it. It’s more like…”

He hesitated, searching his mind for a comparable example. “Think of resonance and the elemental gods,” he said at last. “An elemental god is a sort of embodiment of its associated mana aspect, right? Different from true gods and divinities. They exist only when interacted with.”

“I… guess?” Damien looked puzzled. Evidently, he hadn’t thought much about it before.

Thankfully, while the whole resonance thing might have been new for Cale, the idea of elemental gods wasn’t. Every so often across his lives he would find a temple or a shrine that was dedicated to the worship of a mana aspect rather than one of the realm’s divinities. Given enough time and followers, an elemental god would begin to manifest.

“They don’t command the aspect the same way a divinity does,” Cale said. “They represent the aspect. They’re an embodiment of the link between a mana aspect and its elemental plane. The difference is minor but important, and it applies to the Verdant Flame as well…”

Cale trailed off, hesitating. “In a manner of speaking, anyway,” he said carefully, He looked at both Damien and Sisyphus for a moment—neither of whom had looked away or blinked throughout that explanation, though he supposed neither of them needed to—and sighed, deciding to just go for it.

“The Verdant Flame is to a Monolith the same thing an elemental god is to its aspect,” he said. “It is… the term is pillar aspect, although you’re not going to find that term in any magical texts. We had to purge all mention of them.”

“Why?” Sisyphus asked. Cale stared at him for a moment, his expression thoughtful.

“That’s why you’re here, isn’t it?” he asked. “You’re trying to figure out why there’s a gap. Why the Planar War feels like a distant memory. A dream that never happened.”

“That is one of the reasons,” Sisyphus said, his tone slightly guarded. Cale just nodded tiredly.

“It had to be done,” he said. “Believe me when I say that none of us wanted to do it. But when the war ended, magic was broken. You’re familiar with the idea that mana aspects are just different expressions of a single whole, yes? That magic itself—or the fundamental idea of it—is one entity, and that all aspects are simply the means by which it understands itself?”

“The Source,” Sisyphus said, looking troubled. “I was under the impression that it was just a theory.”

“It’s certainly never been proven,” Cale said with a shrug. “But it’s close enough to the truth to explain what happened. Consider this: the Source is a representation of possibility. It is the embodiment of not only the heart but the soul of magic, and within it lies everything that magic is and could be.”

“Now imagine a millennia of war.” Cale’s voice turned grim. Damien sank a little into his seat, eyes slightly wide at the intensity of Cale’s tone; Sisyphus, on the other hand, seemed frozen. Cale could practically see the thread of realization worming its way into his thoughts. “Imagine not just one realm, but every realm embroiled in a neverending war. Imagine magic being used not to heal or create, not for wonder or joy or any of the million things it could have been. Imagine a millennia of magic being bent for one purpose and one purpose only: destruction, raw and absolute.

“The spells got stronger. New mana aspects appeared. Bloodrot was one of them, but you have to understand, bloodrot was just the beginning. The more the realms learned to wield magic to destroy, the more magic bent itself toward those capabilities. It became sharper and deadlier, capable of increasingly monstrous things for increasingly less mana.”

Cale was tense, he realized. He took a deep breath and forced himself to relax, fixing his gaze on the dough on the table instead of at either of the other two. “You can guess what happened then, I’m sure.”

“The Source was corrupted,” Sisyphus said, staring at Cale, who nodded once more. He didn’t seem any less tired. Recounting this particular story always took it out of him. “And because all mana aspects are expressions of the Source, all of magic was corrupted. Is that what you’re saying?”

“Pretty much.” Cale was silent for a moment. “Spells meant to create became… destructive, instead. Conjured toys would come to life and stalk their owners. Illusions began to directly alter memories, often in ways that destroyed the mind. Once we lost Vital, even healing spells began twisting their victims into creatures built to kill.”

“Vital?” Damien asked timidly.

“An old friend.” Cale glanced away. “One of my oldest friends, in fact, although I think he’d complain if he heard me calling him that. Big fan of labels, that one. He’s… he was the Monolith of Life.”

“Oh,” Damien said, his voice small. He stared at Cale for a moment. “Oh. I’m… I’m sorry.”

Cale shrugged, flashing his apprentice a ghost of a smile, even if he wasn’t really feeling it yet. The dreadshade was too empathetic for his own good. “It’s been a long time,” he said. “I’m not going to say I’m over it, but it’s not like the wounds are fresh. Though it’s going to be weird seeing you use the Verdant Flame.” He forced out a chuckle. “No wonder it felt so familiar.”

“The Verdant Flame was his pillar aspect?” Damien asked, his voice nearly a squeak, like he thought he’d accidentally done something blasphemous. He sort of had, but Cale wasn’t going to tell him that.

“He’d be happy with you using it, I’m sure,” Cale said instead, and his smile was a little more genuine that time. “Vital was an absolute bleeding heart. Same as you, pretty much.”

Damien swallowed nervously, but gave him a determined nod after a moment. “I-I’ll do my best to live up to him.”

Sisyphus, meanwhile, was regarding Cale with… Cale wasn’t sure how to interpret that expression, actually. It didn’t help that he was using Syphus’s face to do it, and Syphus’s face was basically just a glowing runic eye and some crystalline ears. “What happened next?” he asked. “Once you realized the Source was corrupted?”

“And here I was hoping you’d forget.” Cale gave the Named a half-smile, making Sisyphus snort. “Like I said, magic was broken. Nearly every spell you could think of just made things worse. At some point it had reached a point of no return. The Source is supposed to be balanced, to represent all possibilities, but it was so contaminated that the only future left was war.

“We had to cut out almost everything. Like excising an infection, except we had to remove as much as we could without just destroying the Source. It was probably one of the greatest feats of ritual magic ever attempted, and frankly, it’s still a miracle that it worked instead of just killing us all.” Cale shook his head. “Point is, if you want to blame anyone for your memories being weird, blame the Monoliths. I was only part of the ritual.”

Sisyphus gave him an odd look. “You realize you just casually confessed to killing a Monolith, being on conversational terms with Monoliths, and also participating in a grand twentieth-tier ritual? I’m not sure ‘only being part of the ritual’ covers that in the slightest.”

“He understates things a bit sometimes,” Damien mumbled.

“A bit?” Sisyphus snorted, but when he turned back to Cale, there was a healthy respect in his gaze. Although… Cale frowned slightly. There was also something else there he couldn’t interpret. “Regardless,” the Named muttered. “If so much of the Source was excised, tell me this: why has the Verdant Flame returned?”

“That’s the question, isn’t it?” Cale muttered. “It shouldn’t be possible, but plenty of things I’ve seen on Utelia shouldn’t be possible. We knew it was possible that some magics would develop again, but…”

[Awaken Artifact] and the Verdant Flame were one thing. Neither seemed corrupted the way spells had been after the war, and they had known it was possible that the Source would eventually re-develop the capacity to hold certain acts of magic. They were counting on it, even.

But bloodrot and [Myzonir’s Ritual of Rebirth] returning as well, on top of someone somehow infecting Kessi with an inverted summoning aspect? Inverted aspects themselves hadn’t been excised because they couldn’t be, but knowledge of how to create them and the magics that made it possible certainly had been.

These were all things that had only been possible when the Source was corrupted. On top of that, this was far too many things from one era of multiversal history to be coincidence—though he’d figured that much as soon as he’d realized Vital’s corpse was here. What was it with Utelia? 

Cale narrowed his eyes suddenly. “You know more than what you’ve said,” he said, turning to look straight at Sisyphus through the scrying eye. “You said learning about the Verdant Flame was one of the reasons you were here. What are the other ones?”

Sisyphus blinked once, as though slightly perturbed, then forced out a faint chuckle. “I have only one other purpose here, and it is to ask a simple question,” he said, folding Syphus’s arms behind its back. “If all that has passed may yet return… then what else might have survived Yggdrasil’s End?”

Cale stared.

“Alas, I do believe it’s time I take my leave,” Sisyphus said cheerfully. “I have made use of poor Syphus’s body for a little too long, and it is getting, ah, annoyed at me. Besides, you might get angry if I were to keep hold of it. A gift before I go, though!” He waved a hand airily toward the still-rising dough on the table.

“Just accelerating the process,” he said with a bow. “No need to thank me. I look forward to seeing what spell you receive.”

With that, Syphus suddenly staggered. Damien hurried to its side to help it stay upright, all while Cale wrinkled his nose and stared grumpily where Sisyphus had been possessing his friend.

“Bastard,” Cale grumbled. “Leaving suddenly is my trick.”

“What did he mean?” Damien asked, straining to hold up Syphus. “I mean, um, what was the point of that question if he didn’t stick around for the answer? Also, what’s Yggdrasil’s—”

“Do not repeat that name,” Cale said, a little more sharply than he intended. He winced almost as soon as the words left his mouth. “Sorry. Sensitive subject. I’d rather not talk about that. I told you all the important stuff, anyway. As for what he meant…”

Cale sighed. “That, I’m pretty sure, was supposed to be a warning. Except it’s cryptic bullshit because the Named literally cannot be straightforward.”

His brows furrowed slightly. “The only question is what he was trying to warn us of. I can only really think of forty-five… eh, maybe forty-seven possible things that would get one of the Named to try to interfere.

“Which, frankly, is far too many possible things,” he added. “I’m going back to baking. It’s a great way to cleanse the mind, did you know that? Might even help me figure this all out.”

Damien looked perplexed as Cale went back to his dough, but didn’t protest. “Um, there is one more thing, though,” he said. “The Gift said something about how the Legacy of the Verdant Flame can evolve and return to its true form?”

That made Cale freeze. When he spoke, his voice was slightly strangled. “It what.”

“Is that, um, important?” Damien asked nervously.

“The true form of the Verdant Flame is the Monolith it’s connected to,” Cale said. “It’s… Damien, are you sure that’s what the Gift said?”

“Y-yes?” Damien glanced into the air as if to confirm, and then nodded rapidly. “Um, yes.”

Cale exhaled. “You better not be giving me false hope,” he said, and then when Damien gave him a wide-eyed look, waved a dismissive hand. “I meant the Gift, not you, Damien. I wouldn’t threaten you.”

“O-oh.”

“You worry me sometimes,” Cale said with a half-smile. “Practice attuning with the Verdant Flame. I need to think. And also finish baking.”

 



 

Cale was ready.

To cast [Baker’s Oven], anyway. He still didn’t quite know what to think of Sisyphus’s warning, or the implication that Vital could be brought back to life. The thought made something deep inside him clench—the promise of an old friend brought back and all the old pains that came with him. Cale didn’t know if he was ready for that.

Though it didn’t really matter if he was ready or not. If Vital could be brought back, then Cale owed it to him to try.

Besides, it was fitting, in a way. If any of the Monoliths could be brought back, then it would certainly be the Monolith of Life.

He stared at the dough—carefully prepared and laid out on the table—and cast [Baker’s Oven]. He noticed almost immediately that the fire portion of the spell was remarkably easy to control compared to normal; evidently, five ranks of fire resonance did a lot…

Mana overload detected! Attempting to compensate…

Although not enough, apparently.

Adjusting spell construct…

[Baker’s Oven] has evolved into [Touch of Vesuvius (Baker’s Edition)]!

Well, good thing the spell clarified. He would have been disappointed if it had been a regular fire-touching spell.

…He checked the Gift’s message anyway, just in case.

[Touch of Vesuvius (Baker’s Edition), Level 1] [Fifth Tier (Unique), Active] [1.0e12 Mana]

Imbue any physical object that makes contact with this spell with the ability to bake any dough or batter touching it at the perfect temperature until done.Includes decorative fire sigils to mark all affected surfaces, which will be all of them, because all physical objects imbued with this spell are considered part of the spell. Good luck!
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                    The Verdant Flame represents the role decay plays in an ecosystem, to be clear. Monoliths usually have multiple pillar aspects! Cale doesn’t say this because talking about Vital in general is already sad for him.

The next five chapters will be epilogue chapters for Book 1 of Just Add Mana. Book 2 will start immediately after. Thanks for reading so far!  Honestly I didn’t actually plan to end the book here, but after the next chapter it just kind of felt right. You’ll see what I mean.

Magical Fun Fact: Gods, elemental or otherwise, are very rarely named in spells! Granted spell-naming outside of the Gift is a complex subject on its own, but naming a god is typically a form of blasphemy and/or implies the involvement of said god when the spell is cast. Incidentally, at least a few churches have banned Cale from coming in contact with their gods.

Patreon is 12 chapters ahead (up to the end of Book 1 and the start of Book 2!) Also I have a Discord. Come help me build a community!



                



Chapter 49 — Epilogue 1 — Cale


                For Cale, magic the way he envisioned it had always been something just a little bit out of reach.

He was well aware, of course, that the feats he was capable of were things that even gods dreamed of. Liches, dark lords, and all sorts of ancient powers would have sacrificed their souls and kingdoms for just a fraction of the power he wielded. As a matter of fact, some of them had tried, though for obvious reasons that had never ended well. Cale didn’t particularly enjoy having things sacrificed to him.

But raw power could only do so much, and finding new ways to use his barriers had only really been entertaining for the first millennium or two. He hadn’t been lying when he’d explained to Akkau his desire to actually be able to use magic. He wanted to be able to fly, to generate motes of light, to bloom a single flower.

And he wanted to do it without struggling to control every fraction of power he possessed.

There had been a time when mana manipulation came to him with relative ease. Cale couldn’t remember much about his early lives, but he remembered that, at least. As his mana core grew, though, it slowly became more and more difficult—and one day, it was like a switch had been flipped, and attempting to use his mana in small, controllable amounts suddenly became like trying to lift a mountain.

The first few lives after that had been absolute chaos. He’d lost a few of them just trying to draw his mana out of his core, when it lashed wildly out of control and destroyed everything around him no matter how hard he tried to control it.

He’d very nearly given up on using mana at all, back then. The only reason he continued trying was because his mana was his greatest trump card, and if anything like the Planar War ever happened again, he knew there was a chance he would need it.

No matter how much he wished otherwise.

Still, it had taken him years of practice to be able to wield his mana safely again. Centuries to be able to form his barriers the way he could now, and even longer to begin to pierce the fringes of barrier magic. He found the limits of what he could achieve with his barriers, broke those limits, then did so again and again. If barriers were all the magic he would be able to cast, he wanted to master them inside and out.

By now, Cale was pretty sure he was one of the foremost unstructured barrier mages across the Great Realms. But even then, there were some things barriers couldn’t do, and more importantly…

Well, after millennia of doing nothing but barrier magic, his barriers no longer felt like magic.

It was a bit of a foolish notion, he knew, but the inherent limitations of barrier magic—along with the fact that he’d had to deconstruct every principle he knew about barriers and how they worked, and then build them up again from the ground up—meant that his feats with barriers no longer really felt like magic to him.

Real magic was more an art than a science. There were rules, of course, but the rules didn’t strictly determine the outcome. Damien’s incantation to create his new Verdant Flame spell, for instance! That had been magic. A means of connecting to the world and having it respond in the form of a spell. And then there were rituals, charms, artifacts…

All he had were barriers, at least until Utelia, and truthfully Cale was still hard-pressed to believe that the Gift was capable of processing the enormous quantities of mana he pumped into it. He could only guess at what it was doing when it evolved a spell.

But that was part of the fun of it. Magic was suddenly a mystery again. He had no idea what elemental resonance consisted of, and even now that he knew, there was no ironclad way to earn resonance ranks. Just because he understood the fire well didn’t mean that understanding extended to other elements. Draconic resonance, for example, had been a little out of his wheelhouse.

And he hadn’t even gotten to any of the more esoteric aspects yet.

The point was, for the first time in a very long time, his magic was once again new to him. He didn’t quite know what would happen when he tried to cast a spell. More importantly, he could try to cast a spell, and there would be results! His first few attempts had been useful, but they were never quite the type of thing he dreamed of.

This, though? This was the first spell that was.

Cale had pretty much stopped reading after the first sentence. The amount of mana he’d shoved into the spell was overkill—it always was—so he wasn’t really surprised that it would come with some side effects. He could always worry about it later. The important thing was that he was finally, finally doing magic.

And it was a baking spell! He couldn’t have asked for a better first spell. There were thousands of spells he wanted to cast one day, of course, but it was the complexity of baking magic that had always fascinated him.

Even if he hadn’t had his mana sense, [Touch of Vesuvius] was a delight. The spell allowed him to essentially turn any object he wanted into an oven, and it gave him an unobstructed view of what he was baking in the process. Because he did have his mana sense, though, Cale could tell exactly what the spell was doing, and it was pretty much just as interesting as he’d hoped.

The spell was “performing the act of baking” on any raw baking product that made contact with the enchanted object. Which was a vague description, but Cale couldn’t exactly think of a better one: it looked to him almost like Vesuvius himself was personally tending to the dough and replicating the exact conditions of an oven. It didn’t matter that the dough was just sitting on a table, nor did it matter what it was making contact with…

Cale paused, then grabbed some of the spare water they had and, with a look of intense concentration, began pouring it on top of the dough.

“Um, Cale?” Damien said.

“Shh,” Cale said. “I’m doing science. Except not really, because doing science on this would be boring. This is magic, and it’s giving us a whole new world of possibilities. Say, do you think anything special would happen if you were able to knead dough while baking it?”

Damien stared at him.

“Also,” Cale added, “I think I might be able to use this spell to make a brownie that’s all edges. I don’t think the spell actually cares about things like the shape of your pan or anything like that. It bakes the way you want it to bake. I think if I just poured brownie batter into a bowl or something it would bake into layers. Half edge, half fudge.”

“I’m not sure that’s what we should be worried about?” Damien sounded hesitant.

“I mean, just look!” Cale gestured grandly to the dough. Which was just sitting on the table, as dough is wont to do, even while baking. “It’s baking. I don’t even have to touch it!”

“I don’t think you normally have to touch things that are in the process of baking,” Syphus called out.

“Details.” Cale rolled his eyes. “It’s magic, that’s what’s special about it! Plus this would be really easy to scale up, and you mostly don’t have to worry about things like leaving your cookies too close together—”

“It’s the scaling up part that’s the problem,” Damien interrupted desperately. Cale blinked, pausing, then finally looked around at the rest of the room. Which was covered in fire sigils, indicating it was ready to bake.

So was the door, in fact. Cale casually walked to the door and pulled it open, hoping that the dueling arena’s wards had stopped the spell, only to find that the hallway was covered in the same fire sigils.

“Huh,” he said after a moment. He pulled the door shut again, stared at it for a moment, and then locked it for good measure. “Alina’s probably going to kill me for this, isn’t she? I dunno if you saw this, but she had this huge preservation ward filled with raw pastry and dough.”

“I see fireballs in your near future,” Syphus said mysteriously, then snickered. “Not with my all-seeing eye or anything, to be clear, it’s just common sense.”

“We should probably warn her to change her preservation ward,” Damien said worriedly. “Maybe it’s not that bad? We don’t know how far it reached—”

Cale’s schedule scroll vibrated. His brow furrowed. “I thought the next class wasn’t for an hour yet,” he muttered, taking it out and glancing it over.

In large, bold text, scrawled in familiar handwriting where his next class was supposed to be, were the words: Dearie, my biscuits have all become quite hard. They’re rather difficult to chew like this, you know! I bake them my way for a reason. Stay where you are, will you? We need to talk.

Cale stared at it for a moment. “I think Imrys somehow hijacked Akkau’s spell?” he said. He hadn’t even known that was possible.

Then there came a sudden knock at the door, though it was far too high up to be Imrys.

“Cale?” Leo’s voice filtered through, high-pitched and panicked. “The, uh… the labyrinth door is glowing.”

Cale beamed. “Hey, look, a perfect excuse to avoid the consequences of our actions!” he said cheerfully. “Syphus, could you grab the table and everything on it for me, please? It should be fine in your storage spell. I think.”

Syphus shrugged its shoulders. “As long as we still go to the library later,” it said. “I want my spell cannons.”

“Oh, I told Leo to go find you your books after the last class,” Cale said cheerfully. “We can figure that out on the way! Now let’s hurry before Imrys tracks us. I want to be knee-deep in distortion magic by the time she realizes we’re in the labyrinth.”

He paused as he unlocked the door. “I mean, not really,” he added. “I like my knees the way they are. For now. I know a girl whose legs dissolved into a bunch of spiders because of a distortion storm, and I definitely don’t want that.”

Damien stared at him, horrified. “I-I thought you said the storm usually changes people in a way they like!”

“Oh yeah, that girl was really into having spider legs,” Cale said happily. He pulled open the door.

Leo stood there, fist poised to knock again, but with his mouth frozen in an expression of mild horror. “Do I… want to know what you were talking about?”

“Nope,” Syphus answered for Cale before he could say anything. It grabbed Leo’s arm and started rolling off toward the dorm. “Let’s not waste any more time! I want my books, and Sisyphus is being annoying about our magic glowing door.”

That was probably fair. Cale followed after them, humming to himself.

Even with all the chaos, it was hard to be upset. He’d finally done magic, after all. And it was magic he’d wanted, at that! He could still feel his spell chugging away, slowly turning his dough into a perfect loaf of bread.

As long as he stayed here on Utelia, this would be just the beginning. Cale was usually pretty cavalier about death, but this?

Well, this—along with the fact that he actually cared about the people he’d met here—meant that for once in all his lives, he wanted to stay in this realm as long as he could manage it.

“How about that, Vital?” he murmured. “You always did say I should settle down. Maybe I’ll give this realm a few centuries, see how it feels…” He grinned. “Well, first things first, I suppose. I gotta turn this lot into archmages.”
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Chapter 50 — Epilogue 2 — Flia


                Flia was having some trouble with the whole meditation thing.

The Leviathan had made it pretty clear what she needed to do: she needed to reach into her core. The problem was that the process wasn’t quite so simple for an elemental, and it was even more difficult for Flia than most. She had never been able to relate to what others of her kind described when they searched their cores or their souls. They all spoke of being part of a great cycle, a small piece of some greater whole.

That was the thing about elementals. They were connected to their magic in a very fundamental way: a part of them was supposed to know, beyond any shadow of a doubt, what aspect of their element they embodied. They used that to deepen the strength of their magic, to reinforce their souls and push at the boundaries of their mana cores.

Every elemental was different. Even among water elementals, close-knit communities that they were, the process differed slightly for every single one. Her mother had once explained that reaching into her core felt like the experience of being a single wave in an ocean; one of her aunts had described meditating on the feeling of being “a ripple in a pond.” She knew others still that had even more nuanced images they meditated on, from being a single drop of rain to a following a trickle of water filtering through the soil.

Flia had never been able to relate to any of that. It did usually work, if she tried hard enough and for long enough, but that didn’t feel remotely sufficient for what she needed to do now. She sighed, opening her eyes and staring at the gentle waves of water rippling through her bed.

Beside her, Sabri made an inquisitive sort of chitter, half-climbing into the pool so it could nudge at Flia’s arm. Flia smiled and picked the little shadeling up.

“I’ve never felt like I was part of some great cycle, you know?” she murmured out loud. “I mean, even before everything started going wrong with my magic, I was apparently something of a problem child. The rest of the family is all gentle and serene, like water elementals are supposed to be. I kept climbing out the windows until my parents had to waterproof them.”

She chuckled softly. According to her mother, she always found a way to squeeze her way through the cracks and promptly fall straight into the lake below.

“Young water elementals aren’t supposed to climb into lakes,” she whispered conspiratorially to the shadeling. “We’re too young to have a properly developed sense of self yet, so if we aren’t careful we just end up dissolving and our parents have to spend months putting us back together.

“Not that I ever had a problem,” she added. “Every time I snuck out my parents would just find me in some hidden alcove under the lake, apparently playing with a small collection of seaweed and shells. Not sure why they were so worried, honestly. Could’ve done without all the waterproofing.”

Sabri burped encouragingly, and Flia patted her, already lost in thought. She needed a different approach, but she was having trouble figuring out what that was. If the normal methods didn’t work for her, then she was in uncharted territory; how was she supposed to advance this field of Law-imbued magic, all by herself?

Then again, maybe it wasn’t the Law that was the problem. She had always been dangerously adventurous, even as a child. Flia was bold where other water elementals were gentle, loud where they were serene. Even now she had something of a temper, and she rarely tried to flow her way around a problem so much as tackle them directly.

By her own admission, she was a terrible excuse for a water elemental. Flia grinned slightly at the thought. There was a time when just thinking that would have eaten her up, but now she ruminated instead on her family’s constant insistence that they loved her anyway. It was incredibly annoying, but now that they weren’t constantly in her face about it, she found she was rather touched.

It helped, of course, that she finally had some answers and no longer just felt like there was something terribly wrong with her. That fragment of the Leviathan’s Law was the only reason she’d been able to bring that Abyssal One home, and for her, that was enough proof that her particular brand of magic had value. 

Now she just needed to figure out how to find where that fragment was hiding and bring it fully under her control.

“You know,” she muttered to Sabri, “maybe it’s not the Law that’s the problem here. What do you think?”

The shadeling warbled at her. Flia nodded.

“Right,” she said. “The Leviathan said my affinity with her Law was greater than she anticipated. Which means there’s something about me that has that affinity with it…”

Flia trailed off.

When she tried all the old methods—visualizing herself as a ripple on a lake, as a raindrop amid a storm, that sort of thing—she couldn’t get deep enough into her core to find where the fragment of the Leviathan was buried within her. Nothing about the image resonated, so the most she could do was a surface-level inspection.

But if the Law had resonated so strongly with her, maybe that was for the same reason all those images had never worked for her. She had never been able to picture herself as just one component of a greater cycle.

No, if she really had to find an aspect of water that represented her, there was only one thing that felt like it fit.

The oceans.

Flia felt the water around her beginning to churn as the realization settled within her. She could never have settled for just being a part of something greater—she wanted to be that something greater. The oceans supported not only the realms themselves, but the enormity of life teeming within them. That represented her soul far more than a drop of rain did, and more importantly, it felt right.

It made sense, too, that she had a strong affinity with the Leviathan’s Law. The Abyss itself was not unlike an endless ocean that both separated and connected the Great Realms. It was the truest expression of the Leviathan’s power, and the Law explained it perfectly: it was all that stood between the realms.

And what were oceans if not the same idea, applied to a single world?

Her mana core bloomed in her mind’s eye. What had been previously impenetrable felt suddenly like it was entirely open to her. She could map where all the spells the Gift had granted her were nestled within her core, could feel the turbulence of her own magic as it cycled through her.

Only now there was a new problem: there was too much of it.

An entire ocean was a far cry from a simple ripple or a wave. The way Flia was visualizing her core made it enormous. She had no idea where to begin looking to find where that fragment of Law might be embedded within her, and she didn’t even know what it might look like. For all she knew it was nothing more than a faint influence present everywhere in her core, and if that was what she was trying to identify in something as large as the ocean?

She grimaced. This was going to take her longer than she’d initially thought.

For the next few hours, Flia tried—and failed—to find the part of her that carried the Leviathan’s influenced. She lost count of how many different strategies she tried. She used everything she’d learned about resonance, just in case the method was similar; all sorts of meditative techniques from her family, even the ones she found ridiculous; she changed the water she was using as her bed,

None of it worked until Sabri, tired of her wandering around her room and doing everything she could think of, crawled up to her shoulder and bit her.

“Ow,” Flia said, not that it really bothered her. She blinked, then smiled softly at the shadeling, giving the grumpy thing a little scritch along its head. “I guess you were getting kind of bored, huh? And probably hungry—”

She stopped mid-sentence.

For that one moment, she let herself fully relax into her bond with Sabri, and in that same infinitesimal second she felt something in the ocean that was her core shift. Like a single current that didn’t quite belong.

Almost as soon as she sensed it, she lost it again, but that infinitesimal moment was all she needed. She’d felt for a moment exactly how far the Law’s influence extended. It was a single current within her with no apparent source, but that single current drove every wave and touched every ripple within her soul.

“Oh,” she said, because she understood now how deeply the Law had touched her magic. A single current like that added to an ocean would change every wave, no matter how slightly, and so in that same way it had touched all her spells…

“Now I just need to find it again so I can grasp it,” she said with a sigh. She smiled at Sabri. “I don’t suppose you’d mind waiting another couple hours?”

Sabri glared at her, opening its mouth as if threatening to bite her again. Flia snickered and poked its snout.

“I hope you know you can’t do that to anyone that isn’t me,” she said. “Yeah, you’re right. Let’s go get you some food. I’m sure Alina has some raw meat for you, and after that, I think we’ll pay a visit to the academy’s menagerie. How does that sound?”

“Plbtrr?” The shadeling tilted its head at her adorably, then bumped its snout against her palm, and she laughed softly.

“You have no idea what I’m saying yet, do you,” she said. “It’s fine. I just realized I was going about this all wrong. I know what I need to do now.”

Flia wasn’t like the Leviathan. She didn’t embody connection as a whole. But she’d been selected because of her affinity with all kinds of magical creatures, and it was that part of her that drove her magic most strongly. Just like the Law, it was its own current in the ocean of her power.

“Come on,” she said. “Let’s go.”

Flia turned to make her way out of her room, and then—and only then—did she finally notice the gleaming fire sigils that now decorated her room, and also apparently the entire hallway. She paused, blinked, then cautiously poked one to see if it did anything.

It seemed safe enough. She had no idea what this was, though. A professor’s spell gone wrong, perhaps?

Or Cale again.

The air kind of smelled like bread, come to think of it, so… definitely Cale again.

Flia sped up her steps. While she didn’t technically need to rush, she suddenly felt rather like not rushing would be a bad idea.
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Ends of Eternity





The System calls him [REDACTED]. Oresstria thinks of him as lunch.



Klaus aims to learn why Eternity, a godlike AI, would pick up a service engineer from Earth and drop him on an alien world with no mission, no instructions, and no demands. For someone used to solving everyone’s issues all the freaking time, luck like that can only be unreal.



Oresstria seems heavenly at first glance.  Silver forests. Rabbit folk. Towering ruins. An orbital elevator scraping the horizon. Beautiful… if you ignore the brain-slurping headcrabs, carnivorous giant mushrooms, and mechabears lurking in dungeons that don’t forgive mistakes.



Armed with a cloudsteel sword, stubborn grit, and absolutely no sense of self-preservation, Klaus has to build his own class, uncover the truth behind Eternity’s eerie silences, and survive a world that thinks he’s food.



He doesn’t know it yet but a million worlds may live or die based on the mysteries he uncovers and the decisions he makes.

No pressure.


- Weak to strong progression.

- No easy shortcuts to power.

- Lots of swearing.

- Lack of coffee and what that does to a man.

- Several magic systems working together.

- An infuriating AI companion you’ll grow to love.

















                



Chapter 51 — Epilogue 3 — Sternkessel


                It was, as a general rule, rather unusual for Sternkessel to feel much of anything.

That said, he wasn’t incapable of feeling. Far from it. Indictments were an embodiment of a realm raging against itself, and Greater or not, Sternkessel had been no exception. He had manifested from the very tool the Loomweavers used to commit their blasphemy—their so-called Abyssal Sphere, made to peer into other realms and calculate the positions of their stars.

Had it been built simply to observe and learn, there would have been no retribution. There was no punishment for learning, after all. Nor was the mistake of contaminating their magic severe enough to warrant the appearance of an Indictment. Even bringing an Abyssal One into the realm, as severe as it was, could not warrant such a terrible measure.

It was the enslavement of the Abyssal that had provoked the wrath of the realm. It was their continued treatment of it—the bindings, the petty little rules imposed on their perfect community—that caused him to emerge as among the strongest of Utelia’s Greater Indictments.

And his emergence had been just like all of theirs. Wreathed in bitter hatred and terrible rage, ready to invoke pain and misfortune on all who would dare defy the realm. He had been created for a single purpose, after all, and he knew with intimate clarity every suffering the Loomweavers had inflicted. He had no doubt about what he had to do.

Except by the time of his manifestation, the Loomweavers were gone.

That should have been impossible. Indictments emerged when they were needed; this was a known fact, an inviolable rule that Sternkessel understood to the very core of his being. He knew little else at the time, but he knew that with certainty. Except when he had emerged, the mages he had been meant to punish had long since vanished.

It was a humbling thing, to be proven wrong within the very first seconds of his existence.

Not that Sternkessel had thought that way at the time. He remembered a deep sense of loss, a feeling that his very purpose had been ripped away from him. What was he to do now, with nothing left to guide him? What could he do except wander the empty halls of the Inverted City with a rage that could never be satisfied?

And that was all he did, for a time. He skulked about as Indictments tended to do when their purpose was fulfilled, acting as the sole guardian of the Inverted Spires.

Unlike his kin, however, his purpose had never been fulfilled, and so a sense of dissatisfaction began to grow within him. He didn’t quite know what to do with it. All he knew was that he felt increasingly frustrated wandering the same empty halls. At the same time, he noticed that every so often, a mage would wander into the Inverted Spires to challenge its dangers.

It was something he watched with little more than idle curiosity, at first. At the very least, it was something different. Until one day, one of those same mages managed to catch a glimpse of him, even through layers of enchantments and his own unique magic.

That had been his first meeting with Akkau, known at the time as the Thousand-Cored Beast. And the damnable mage had smirked at him and called him “the rarest of treasures,” even knowing what he was!

Absurd. He left immediately, not wanting to speak with this strange creature. But the meeting lingered in his mind for one simple reason: it was the first time he could recall feeling anything other than raw frustration.

The one meeting led to him watching the other mages more closely. He noticed, finally, that there was something pulling at him every time the mages acted against the dead city’s rules. A vague sense of action and reaction, so to speak, not from him but from something else.

Only then did he remember that there was something else here. The Abyssal was the reason for his emergence in the first place. Until that point in time, he had barely even stopped to consider that fact; he had never encountered this Abyssal in his wanderings, after all, and it had never been part of his purpose. He pitied it, but there was nothing that could be done, and that was that.

And then for the first time, he had the spark of a thought he could call his own: perhaps things did not need to stay that way.

All these mortal mages scurried about in his domain with no apparent rhyme or reason, often arguing and aimless. Was that how others went about their lives? Without that sense of what it was they needed to do? If they could do it, then perhaps he could, too. Perhaps he could find a purpose of his own rather than rely on the one that was given to him.

And perhaps, while it would never be quite as certain as the first few seconds of his existence, it would be enough.

 



 

That one thought was the beginning of Sternkessel’s attempts to understand what it meant to be mortal, though the term “mortal” didn’t quite fit. That rather frustrating dragon that kept visiting, for instance, was technically immortal just as all dragons were; that immortality, however, was based in mere magical longevity rather than a result of being a fixed existence as Sternkessel was.

Realmborn. He encountered the term in an ancient journal somewhere, eventually. A term to describe those born within a realm, encompassing dragons, elementals, and all other similar creatures; though some were mortal and some were not, all had to learn slowly about the world they were in.

Sternkessel had been created by the realm, but he wasn’t a realmborn. Not by that definition. Like the Monoliths themselves, his was an existence that was true both within and without.

…Which was rather irritating, because it meant there was very little he could draw on to understand what he really was. He was a different form of life, certainly, but what type of being was he? What made him different from the realmborn?

That gap only seemed to grow the more he learned about the world around him and realized how little he knew about his own species. He understood all he needed to, but had been given no more than that: every scrap of understanding thereafter he’d had to fight to attain on his own, and the things he learned both startled and discomforted him.

He learned, for instance, that other Greater Indictments existed on Utelia, but he learned just as quickly that they were nothing like him. They had borne their duty and dealt out their justice, and now stood guardian over the ruins their actions had wrought. Each was a monument to what must never be done again, and despite his best efforts, none seemed interested in talking.

In fact, while they never tried to strike at him, none seemed interested in anything other than their duty. His attempts to speak to them and learn what things were like for them were cast aside all too easily.

And just as uncomfortable was the fact that Sternkessel quickly began to realize in his travels that there seemed to be no rhyme nor reason to what the realm would merit as worthy of an Indictment. They were always created in the wake of an atrocity, certainly, and yet many atrocities were committed with no response from the realm. Why?

Sternkessel had no answer. He felt he should have, but he knew nothing. All he really knew was that even among his own kind, he was unique. With his duty unfulfilled, he had been given the opportunity to be more than he was. Strangely enough, he was starting to see that as a blessing.

Along with that still-frustrating dragon’s persistent visits, though at least that was a different kind of frustration than what he usually felt.

 



 

Time didn’t quite work the same way inside and outside the Inverted Spires. Sometimes years passed in the rest of Utelia where the Inverted Spires themselves saw only a few days, and sometimes it was the opposite. He would wait a century for that one dragon to return only to find that less than a week passed outside. This, he suspected, was the effect of the Abyssal’s power corrupting that portion of the realm.

It was also one of the few things he had little control over. So it was that Sternkessel came to begin spending more of his time outside the Spires instead, where time was consistent and he could learn more about the world. He still visited the Spires often, of course, if only to care for the Abyssal and to search for a means to free it. Progress was slow, but he had chosen that as his purpose, and he was determined to see it through.

Akkau insisted on accompanying him, to his feigned annoyance and reluctant pleasure: he refused to admit at the time that he had grown fond of the dragon. He certainly refused to tell him that it was him that had taught him to feel and participate in the world the way a realmborn did.

Funny how their positions were reversed now. There was a lot that Akkau hadn’t told him, he knew; in his older years the dragon had begun to withdraw into himself, until not even Sternkessel could get him to speak what was on his mind. It pained him to see, and yet no matter what he tried…

He sighed, a realmborn mannerism he had picked up over the years. If nothing else, his job in the Brightscale Academy was a highlight for him. He hadn’t been expecting it when Akkau had convinced him to join, but the old dragon had been right about that, just as he had been about so many other things. His care for the Abyssal translated rather well to teaching, and he had grown to love both the job and his students.

More than that, he had slowly grown to love being alive. Being himself. It was something he never could have imagined in his early days, and yet here he was now. The mothfolk he was rescuing reminded him of some of his students, really, and while Serof had technically been responsible for his students being in danger…

Well, he would have been a fool not to see the parallels with the Abyssal One he had cared after for centuries.

Of course, it was only expected that there would be complications. Sternkessel was no fool, and he would not underestimate the Red Hunters, not after what they had done. He was on the alert, which meant he noticed them, even when they tried to hide from him.

It was a clever trick, too, designed to use the labyrinth’s passages to further warp his prodigious sense of space and miscalculate the position of his would-be ambushers.

“Really, now,” Sternkessel said with a small sigh. “An ambush like this is in rather poor taste, don’t you think? Surely you had better options than an army of the dead.”

Serof clung to him, terrified, as a Red Hunter flickered into existence. Just behind him was what amounted to a small army of shambling zombies, each one wearing shimmering, flowing robes and dresses. Sternkessel frowned, something uneasy flickering within him.

“Pah!” The Red Hunter seemed thrown off at being spotted, but he recovered quickly, puffing out his chest in an attempt to intimidate. “We did our research! We might not know how to deal with your magic, but we know how to deal with you. Our Observers did some searching, and you know what we found?”

Sternkessel did not like where this was going.

“We found that you used to have a family,” the Red Hunter bragged. “So we brought them back. All the Loomweavers. How does it feel, having to face off against them?”

“Ah.” The uneasy feeling within him had grown, and Sternkessel was now certain he knew exactly what it was. “I’m afraid you have rather gravely miscalculated. A pity, truly; if you had chosen any other measure, I might have left you alive.”

“What?” the Red Hunter sputtered. “N-no—the files! You don’t let people die! We checked! These guys aren’t fully undead, do you realize that? We used resurrection magic! They’re still in there!”

“Yes,” Sternkessel said quietly. “That is precisely the problem.”

He turned to Serof and crouched to speak in a low, gentle tone. “I am truly sorry for this,” he said. “But you must run. Do not look back and do not linger, and if you encounter Cale or Akkau, tell them every word of what that Hunter said. Do you understand?”

“I… yes?” Serof swallowed. “But—”

“Good enough. Run now, little one.” The feeling within him had sprouted and turned into something ugly, and the normally gleaming gold of his head began to twist and blacken. “I cannot hold myself back for much longer.”

Serof stared at him. “Thank you for helping me,” he said. “You didn’t have to, and I—”

Sternkessel shoved him. “Go!” he commanded, and Serof stumbled, turning to run. A small part of him clung to that tiny piece of gratitude, though. It surprised him, how much a small thing like that could ground him against what was coming. But not for long.

He straightened to dust off his suit, looking at the now-clearly-wary Red Hunter. The mage wasn’t even looking at Serof. He was staring at Sternkessel instead, looking more and more afraid.

As well he should.

“Your miscalculation,” Sternkessel said quietly, “was believing that bringing the Loomweavers here would make me hesitate. It is both our misfortunes that you are deeply, terribly wrong.”

The crystal heart within his rings flashed to a terrible blood-red and began to ooze. His body warped, metal tearing through his chest and shredding through his suit; legs of twisted, blackened gold slammed into the ground, cracking through the stone.

That feeling within him was his original purpose, long thought dead and yet now roaring back to life. The same bitter hatred he had emerged with now raged within his core like no time had ever passed, like he had never learned to be more.

Only a small piece of Sternkessel remained, clinging stubbornly to existence.

Because it was, ultimately, unusual for Sternkessel to feel much of anything. He had been created with one purpose, and for that purpose he needed only that bitter rage that defined his earliest moments of existence. 

It was for that same reason that he clung to every other feeling like the precious things they were.

Greater Indictments were never made to laugh, or love, or live. Sternkessel had done all three, most of it in the company of a certain dragon. And even as his body was warped to fulfil his purpose, he realized one truth: he didn’t want to stop now.

Stop me if you must, Cale, the small part of him that remained thought. For I fear that in this state, I may not know to stop myself.

Then a roar echoed through a labyrinth, and a Red Hunter and his army began to scream.

            
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from SilverLinings
                        

                    

                    don’t kill me please Sternkessel is my favorite too. that’s why i had to give him a magical girl transformation

(no fun fact for this chapter)

Patreon is 12 chapters ahead! Also I have a Discord. Come help me build a community!



Shoutout for another friend! I’ve seen him putting in a ton of work on writing, and while I question his decision to write without any commas and only add them after (why, Wind), I can see that he’s improved a lot. Consider giving it a look if the premise seems interesting!




	


[image: image]

Passing Through Victory





After a group of mad scientists buried him alive, Jason gained the power to phase through everything. For the first time in his life, he was free. The only thing that could chain him down was himself. 



When his best friend Amelia took Jason’s responsibility to expose the lab that was kidnapping people to make supers so that he didn’t have to, Jason barely spared a thought. Until she was kidnapped. Unable to accept his failure, he dove back into the lab trying to find her, but it was already too late. His best friend was gone, and it was all his fault. He couldn’t save Amelia, but that didn’t mean he couldn’t save one person that night. A child who like him had lost her everything. But one addition to his world doesn’t make up for what he’d lost. He didn’t find her body; he knows his best friend is still alive. 



Phasing doesn’t make him the greatest defender, or hero, but for revenge, and finding the person that makes his world shine it will be more than enough.















                



Chapter 52 — Epilogue 4 — Akkau


                Akkau had earned many names throughout his very long life. The Thousand-Cored Beast was the one he earned in his earliest days on Utelia, and he thought of it now with a wistful sort of fondness.

Things had been much easier back then. Even with Dragonfall—or Vekorax, as Cale insisted on calling it—hunting them down, his kind had still numbered in the thousands, and the threat of extinction seemed both distant and immaterial. Vekorax was hardly the first to try to extinguish all of dragonkind, and at the time, Akkau had assumed with some arrogance that it would not be the last.

For there had been many, many threats and attempts to end the “threat” of dragonkind. They were one of the few creatures capable of traveling between the realms, and those that learned of them quickly realized that their kind had no compunctions against using wing or claw to tip the scales of history.

There was a danger in that. Some thought them to be harmless benefactors, others saw it as interfering with the development of a realm, and still others thought of this as outright tyranny.

The truth, as Akkau saw it, was far simpler. Dragons were individualistic and capricious creatures. There was no grand conspiracy. Each dragon needed to be judged on their own merits.

Not that the people of the Great Realms saw it that way. And there was a greater threat to their mere existence that frightened even those that saw no fault in their actions. Their species was the only one to ever bridge the gap between myth and realmborn. When they first appeared, they had been living mythologies like so many others, forced to operate under strict rules.

At some point, however, that had changed. They shook off the shackles of myth and legend and became a species in their own right. That was what many saw as an outright existential threat, for if any myth could make that transition to reality—if they could shake the rules that ought to hold them fast—then what could stop the greater myths from doing the same?

The idea of one of the Named managing to do this, for instance, terrified many. While they pretended to be realmborn and adopted the mannerisms of many of them, the fact remained that they were perhaps some of the most alien creatures that were capable of existing within the Great Realms. Their motivations were too often inscrutable, and their morality entirely foreign to those that walked the realms.

So dragonkind became a target. Not only from the fearful, who wished to prevent their secrets from passing on to other myths, but also to the Named, who wished to learn their secrets.

Which was unfortunate, because not even dragons themselves knew how it had happened. As far as Akkau was aware, it was something that had happened, with no particularly remarkable event to explain their transition.

Very few believed this, of course. The attacks had only died down once dragons proved time and time again to be capable of defending themselves, and a slow understanding took root, allowing them an uneasy sort of peace settling amongst the realmborn.

In time, they became just another species, albeit one that held an enormous amount of power. Some dragons were worshipped as gods, others outright managed to make the ascension into deity…

Honestly, Akkau had never seen the appeal himself. To become divine was to take up the trappings of belief once more. What would the point of their initial ascension be, if they simply took on the same chains that mythology had once brought upon them?

Still, point remained: there had been many attempts to end the so-called threat of dragonkind, and they had always thrived in spite of it. So when the first rumors of the Dragonfall began to spread, Akkau had simply dismissed them. Even if their own great mages couldn’t stop the threat, the divines surely could; they who had taken on the chains of divinity had enough power to stop even the greatest of threats that had ever befallen them.

His early visits to Utelia had been during this time, before he truly understood the threat that faced them. It was more a passing curiosity that called him to the realm than anything else, for very few other dragons had settled here.

Utelia, after all, existed right on the boundary of the Great Realms, on the outer edges of the Abyss and right at the limit of the Leviathan’s influence. It made traveling to other realms a pain. Most dragons preferred to stake their territory nearer to the Leviathan’s Heart, where one could use the cosmic nexus as a way to accelerate through the Abyss.

Moving to other realms here on the edge of existence, on the other hand? It was slow. Even spells seemed to drag here when moving through the Abyss, causing delays in inter-realm communication, summoning, and scrying, along with a bevy of other magics.

It was one of the reasons he still held hope that perhaps there were others of his kind out there, hiding at the edges of existence, where their magics would take years to reach him. Perhaps his signalling spell had not been ignored, and the answer was traveling to him now…

Akkau sighed. He knew exactly how unlikely that was. He’d calculated the odds time and time again—

A box on his table rattled, breaking him out of his reverie. Akkau blinked at the innocent-looking box of blood obsidian, then sighed and opened it, letting Cyte burst out eagerly. For a beast that had apparently helped consume an entire realm, this particular one seemed… remarkably innocent.

It was even waving at him. Akkau had no idea where it had picked that up. From Cale, probably.

“Are you hungry again, little one?” he asked, smiling slightly at the voidcyte’s antics. “You have a fearful appetite.”

“Not little!” Cyte immediately protested, then pounced on the scattered attunement papers he fed it. Akkau wondered briefly how it would react to being fed one of his artifacts, then winced at the thought of what Imrys would say if she discovered him doing such a thing. “And we are hunger given form! It would be stranger if our appetite was not fearful. You should fear it. And us.”

It looked at him pleadingly. Akkau just laughed and gave it a pat on one of its many tendrils. “If I were to fear you, then who would feed you?”

The voidcyte paused, looking remarkably stricken for… well, for a formless shadow-void made of countless tendrils. “We did not think of that,” it admitted. “Do not fear us. You should continue feeding us instead.”

“Do you always think with your stomach?”

“We think with our seventy-eight stomachs.” Cyte consumed another attunement paper, then burped, looking incredibly satisfied. “Seventy-nine.”

“Ah, is that how that works,” Akkau said dryly.

Cyte nodded eagerly. “Yes! Our elders have many stomachs. We see it as a sign of wisdom. Those with more stomachs know where best to acquire snacks, so they must be followed!”

“Much like how mages admire those with many cores, I suppose…”

“Yes! Mage-core is like stomachs!” Cyte agreed immediately. “How many stomachs do you have, smaller star?”

“I see my ego will not survive your persistence,” Akkau said, amused. “I have but the one stomach, though if you refer to my cores, then it is in a rather unique situation. I can split them into one thousand, seven hundred and twenty-eight minor cores for layered casting.”

Cyte stared up at him, manifesting several dozen eyes just so they could widen at him. “You are like one of our elders,” it said admiringly. “No wonder you feed us. You know where all the snacks are kept.”

“That is not…” Akkau sighed. Why was he trying to explain this? Cyte’s concerns were far different from his own. “I suppose you can see it that way, yes.”

“Is that why you brought the star here?” it asked curiously, crawling out of its box and up onto Akkau’s wrist. The dragon glared, briefly considering pushing it off and shoving it back in the box, but eventually relented with a sigh.

“I did not… bring him here, exactly,” Akkau said reluctantly. Again, it was beyond him why he was discussing this with Cyte, of all people. Then again, maybe that was exactly why: Cyte didn’t operate with realmborn morality, and so it was the least likely to judge him.

Though Cale himself seemed aware that he had something to do with the summoning. The old dragon let out a tired sigh, dragging a hand along his snout.

“I orchestrated events, yes,” he muttered softly. “I saw that those two were likely to attempt a terrible summoning. One that required sacrifice. I knew that their ritual required a dragon and a planar being; I sought to alter their secondary summoning so it would bring forth a planar being capable of ending the threat to my kind, as well as one capable of healing the divide that has grown in my academy.

“It was… an ambitious plan. A foolish plan, in truth. I regretted it deeply the moment the die was cast, but I have tried many, many things to help my students. Each year only brought greater loss, and if these students were foolish enough to attempt to wreak such havoc, I hoped I could at least use it.”

Akkau’s gaze grew slightly distant. “I thought I had failed, at first, and I was willing to let their ritual take me,” he admitted. “A dragon cannot die by their own hand, and the wards I placed outside would have prevented any undue damage from their summoning. I hid circles beneath the rocks to preserve the lives of the other victims. I thought I had prepared for everything. Even for Sternkessel to take my place, for as much as we have fought in recent years—and as much as he believes I do not know this—he loves our students as much as I do.

“Now that I think about it… it is a strange thing, but I suspect part of his anger with me is because some part of him knew what I had chosen.” Akkau looked down, suddenly guilty. “I should apologize to him, should I not?”

“Only if he has less stomachs than you do,” Cyte replied, clearly not having focused much on any of this explanation. He was busy picking random items off Akkau’s desk and eating them, in fact. Akkau didn’t have the heart to stop him.

Then the voidcyte hesitated. “Wait. We are confused. Your secondary summoning brought you the star! Why did you think you failed?”

Akkau blinked. “…Because he seemed an archmage at most, and because he was a simple human,” he answered. “I know better now, but—”

Cyte interrupted him. “Ah! You are fooled by the star’s shadow. Yes. We know of this. No realmborn can see it! You cannot see the shadow when you are part of it, yes?” It waved a few tendrils around excitedly. “We think that metaphor works. But we are not good at metaphors. We need more stomachs for that.”

Akkau had no idea why the voidcyte was suddenly so fixated on the stomach thing. Or what the voidcyte meant, for that matter. “What?” he asked, confused. “Why would a star have a shadow?”

“All things have shadows!” Cyte said, as though the question was ridiculous. “The greater the being, the greater the shadow! You are being very silly. Even five-stomach voidcytes know this.”

“Excuse me?” Akkau sounded slightly affronted. He was not used to being called “silly.”

“Hm. We cannot show it to most realmborn… ah, but you have a hole! Perfect. We will use the hole.”

“Excuse me?” Akkau repeated, now at a distinctly higher pitch. Then he realized the voidcyte was staring at the black scale on his wrist, not at… anything else. Still, he had no idea what it was talking about. “What are you—”

Cyte surged from his wrist into his blackened scale, and Akkau’s eyes widened.

“…Oh.”
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                Cale Cadwell Cobbs wasn’t quite sure how he’d ended up in this situation.

He also wasn’t entirely sure if he wanted to get out of this situation. Not yet, anyway. This, at least, wasn’t all that unusual for him: he had a habit of taking his time with anything that interested him, regardless of the personal risk involved. Sure, he could die, but what did that mean besides waking up in a different realm yet again? That was nothing compared to an opportunity to study whatever interested him closer.

Granted, there were times when personal risk actually mattered. Mostly this was when he grew attached to a world and wanted to settle down for a time, which he had more and more been trying to avoid. Reincarnation was all well and good when it came to surviving a variety of dangers, but it rather thoroughly destroyed any plans he might have for settling down.

Alas, in all the time he’d spent searching, he still hadn’t found an easy means of traveling the Great Realms. Very few species could travel the realms safely, and the ones that could weren’t terribly willing to share their methods.

Also, the one time he’d stepped foot in the Abyssal Crossroads that dragonkind had built to ease their passage across different realms, he had accidentally blown up a rather large segment of it. Those things were mana-sensitive, apparently?

Point was, intentionally traveling across the Great Realms was not an easy task. He’d been searching for a means of doing so for almost as long as he could remember being alive, and he still hadn’t found a solution.

Of course, the fact that it would solve most of his problems made Cale suspect it was going to be one of those problems, where he wouldn’t really find the solution until it stopped mattering. He’d developed something of a sense for these things over the centuries. 

Anyway, the point was he was currently pinned to the ground by a massive claw, with the jaws of what appeared to be a massive, mutated bone drake hovering over him. That wasn’t really the situation—that was something else—but how he dealt with the drake was going to be part of it, so…

“I don’t suppose you can just let me go?” Cale asked conversationally. It wasn’t like he was in any danger; the drake’s teeth and claws didn’t stand a chance of piercing his barriers. He had no idea why it was even trying to eat him; as far as it was concerned, he probably felt and tasted like a particularly smooth and shiny pebble.

Something had instilled aggression in it, perhaps? Or maybe he’d forgotten to turn off the taste filters in his barriers and the drake could taste him. Hm.

Either way, the biggest problem with all this was that bone drakes were rare—basically an endangered species, really—and Cale was loathe to kill it, nor did he have any real disabling spells. [Lesser Planar Reorientation] might work, but it might also make the drake start phasing through walls and walking on the ceiling, which would probably make things worse.

Cale considered doing it anyway, because it would be funny, but he was pretty sure it would dock him some points.

He could still use his barriers as weapons. Cale eyed the drake, though it was hard to see more than the gaping depths of its maw. “Remind me, do drakes regenerate dismembered limbs?” he asked. “You’re related to lizards, right? I feel like you should be able to regenerate limbs. Just asking. For a friend.”

It roared at him, spittle flying into his face. Cale sighed. “I’m rusty with these older variants of Drakan,” he told it. “I can’t tell what you’re trying to say. Something about flowers?”

“Cale,” Leo said, his voice desperately panicked, “it is not speaking a language! It’s roaring at you!”

“Are you sure? Drakan has a lot of roaring. Especially older variants.” Cale frowned slightly, turning to look at his apprentice—or, well, at one of them, anyway. Leo was in the process of grappling with some sort of lesser wyrm, his muscles bulging as tried to keep its mandibles from closing around him.

Minotaurs really were naturally strong. As bookish as Leo was, he wouldn’t have expected the guy to have the strength to go hand-to-hand with a lesser wyrm like this. Cale supposed it made sense; if Leo had been focused on avoiding his mana and casting spells until yesterday, then he would have had to train for other forms of defense.

Grappling with the mandibles wasn’t the greatest choice, though. With a lesser wyrm like that, you always wanted to go for the throat. Mostly because some miracle of evolution had placed their kidneys there.

“Also, try punching it in the throat,” he added. “Or use one of your spells! You know you want to.”

“There isn’t exactly enough space here for a labyrinth aspect to be useful!” Leo grunted with frustration, then snarled and kicked the wyrm in the throat, just as directed. The wyrm let out something like a high-pitched whimper, recoiling away from his minotaur apprentice and giving him space to breathe. “Why did that work?”

“That’s where it keeps its kidneys,” Cale said wisely. “You’re lucky. It could have been one of the variants that keeps exploding sacs in its throat.”

“One of the what—” Leo started, whirling to shoot him a disbelieving glare, only to be interrupted by Damien’s screams as he ran past the two of them for the third time.

“Cale!” he cried. “Any suggestions?”

“Have you tried decaying it?” Cale suggested helpfully. He was glad to see Damien was keeping the dream wasp distracted.

“I don’t want to decay it!” Damien yelped. Space abruptly contracted in front of him as he dodged away from one of the dream wasp’s attempted angry stings. Cale approved; it was some delicate usage of spatial decay, especially in the middle of a fight.

“You’ll have to give me a moment,” Cale told the drake currently trying to bite his head off. It wasn’t having much success. His barriers meant all it could do was chip its teeth and slobber all over him, which might have posed a drowning risk if Cale hadn’t made sure his barriers filtered that sort of thing. “Damien, that thing is a dream wasp. It needs to die. Don’t you remember my briefing?”

“You didn’t give us a briefing,” Leo reminded him. “You said the best way to learn is by doing.”

Cale paused, frowning to himself as he thought back. “I did say that, didn’t I,” he said after a moment. “My bad! This one’s important enough that you should know. That thing over there? That’s a dream wasp. Dream wasps reproduce by infecting the dreams of their victims and slowly filling them with wasps.”

“What?” Leo asked blankly, kicking the lesser wyrm in the throat again just so he could turn to stare incredulously at Cale. The wyrm in question drew back with a screech.

Cale just nodded. “Yeah,” he said. “Basically, more things in your dreams start leading to wasps. Dream about opening a drawer? It’s filled with wasps. Check your dream mailbox? Your letters are all wasps. Dive into a lake? The lake is wasps now. That sort of thing.”

“What?” Damien asked, horrified. He gave the (now angrily buzzing) wasp a terrified stare, to which it began buzzing even more loudly.

“Once the victim’s dreams are full of wasps, it starts leaking into their memories, replacing all their most important memories with—”

“Wasps,” Leo said wearily.

“Yup!” Cale said cheerfully. “I know I sound chipper, but don’t let that fool you. Dream wasps are a deeply horrifying species that should probably be purged from the entirety of the Great Realms. I just sound chipper because of this dog I found.”

“You mean the drake currently trying to bite your head off,” Leo said, kicking the wyrm again. It didn’t look like it was taking any actual damage, but the kick clearly hurt it; it was actually whimpering now.

“This dog I found,” Cale repeated, patting the drake’s snout while its teeth scrambled for purchase on his barriers.

“Surely not… all… of them need to be purged?” Damien suggested weakly, though he was also now clearly much more wary of the wasp chasing him. A thin thread of decay mana had begun to wrap around him, which told Cale he was finally getting ready to cast a spell.

Good. Damien had made some good progress, but he needed to get over his fear of his own magic. They both did, really.

“Again, dream wasps replace your most important memories with wasp in the later stages of their infection,” Cale reminded him. “Your closest friend? Actually just wasps now. Favorite childhood toy? A wasp nest. I know a kid who told me his dad left the house to get wasps. I found the dad in the attic, full of dream wasps. Which I guess could mean he actually did leave to get wasps, but somehow I doubt it.”

Damien stared at him, expressionless, then turned and fired a [Decay Bolt] at the dream wasp without further comment. Thankfully, as insidious and horrifying as its method of reproduction was, dream wasps didn’t have much in the way of magical protection; the moment the bolt hit, it began to crumble into a pile of fine, pinkish sort of sand.

“Oh! You should collect that,” Cale said, peering over to the side with interest. “I know I said they should all be destroyed, but their remains actually make pretty good dream-fertilizer. And it’s a great alchemical catalyst for anything related to dream potions.”

“Really?” Leo asked, interested. The lesser wyrm was staring at him warily, as if contemplating whether or not to strike, which was fascinating considering Cale was pretty sure it was under some sort of compulsion to attack. Like most of the other creatures in this labyrinth seemed to be, strangely enough.

“Yep!” Cale said. “It’s called dream dust. Great for promoting dreams, putting people to sleep, and it never makes you dream about wasps. Unless you accidentally use their eggs instead of the dust. Don’t ask me how I know that.”

Damien opened his mouth, then shut it again, letting out a sigh instead. Then he produced a basic collector’s kit from his satchel and began to gather up all the pinkish dust into a little vial.

Cale beamed. His apprentices were doing so well! Two of them, anyway; Syphus had rolled on ahead somewhere, and Flia hadn’t joined them on this particular adventure, alas. Something about needing to check out the academy’s menagerie and “fixing the mess he made.” Cale hadn’t questioned it too much; he trusted her to know what she needed, and he trusted the Leviathan to not lead her astray.

Besides, apprentices that were willing to clean up his messes were few and far between. She would get bonus points for that! Cale had no idea what the points would be for, but academies seemed to like point systems, and there was probably a good reason for that.

Speaking of which, the situation he was actually in. A professor from the Brightscale Academy of Attuned Arts had insisted on accompanying them into the labyrinth the moment he learned they’d be in there. Cale craned his head to look up at the imposing armored figure now.

“So, how’d I do, teach?” he asked brightly.

The professor just stared at him silently. He was a very taciturn sort of fellow, Cale had noticed. Intimidating, too, given he was a full set of heavy plate enchanted armor. Not wearing a full set of heavy plate enchanted armor; he was the armor. Apparently, the Sword and Sorcery professor was the father of one of the Haelforge Academy’s students.

In complete contrast to his son, though, Instructor Solsburn—who insisted on ‘Instructor’ rather than ‘Professor’, for whatever reason—made for a terrifying, evil-looking figure. The armor wouldn’t have looked out of place on a dark lord; it was full of (frankly impractical) spikes, and if that wasn’t enough, Solsburn’s eyes glowed a dark, crimson red.

Said eyes regarded Cale silently for a long moment, then exhaled slowly, the sound echoing in his helmet. “Your strategy is interesting,” he grunted. “You sent the dreadshade to fight the dream wasp. Intentional?”

“Damien’s immune to dream wasp infection, so it was the obvious choice,” Cale said cheerfully. Behind him, the dreadshade let out a sudden, relieved sigh, as if he thought Cale would actually have sent him up against something that could him to a horrifyingly painful death.

…He would have been offended if that didn’t seem to be something like the norm for a lot of professors.

“Dreadshades are neat like that!” he added. “Hey, have you ever wondered why they’re dreadshades and not decay elementals?”

“No.” Solsburn’s reply was brusque and dismissive, and usual. He really didn’t seem to like talking. “Decent strategy. Explain Leo.”

“Strong enough to stun a lesser wyrm, but not defeat it. He needs to learn to use his magic,” Cale answered with a shrug. He glanced over at the minotaur in question, who gawked at them, scowled, and then blasted the lesser wyrm with a [Labyrinth Bolt] as if to prove a point.

Nothing happened. The wyrm screeched and tried to bite him again, and once more, Leo found himself grappling directly with its jaws.

“Think more creatively!” Cale called out. “You’re inside a labyrinth right now! It should be your place of power!”

“That’s not how it works!” Leo called back irritably, and then he frowned, a sudden realization crossing his features. He looked briefly obstinate, then sighed and kicked at the wall, and in the same moment, the ceiling slammed down on top of the lesser wyrm. “…Okay, maybe that is how it works.”

Cale had felt the [Labyrinth Bolt] emerging from the minotaur’s foot at the moment of impact. “Smart! I like the alternate spell firing point. That can really surprise people.”

Leo sighed. “How did you know I could do that? I didn’t even know I could do that.”

“Oh, abstract Bolt spells are always weird,” Cale said easily. “A Bolt spell is just a moment of expression for its intrinsic aspect. They go higher in tier and have more complex effects as the aspect gets more abstract.”

Leo grumbled something under his breath before gingerly stomping the ground and retracting the ceiling. He grimaced at the mess. “Please don’t tell me I have to collect anything from this.”

“Wyrm teeth make for an excellent book-binding base,” Cale said cheerfully. Leo let out a sound that was very close to a pained sigh, then began to retrieve his own collector’s kit.

Solsburn, who had been watching this, grunted again. “Hm,” he said. Cale couldn’t tell if it was an approving sound or not. “Understood. And you?”

Cale pointed at himself in askance, and when Solsburn nodded, Cale just pointed at the drake on top of him. “I found a dog,” he said.

“…Drake.”

“Dog,” Cale insisted. “In the shape of a drake, which is in the shape of a friend.”

Solsburn stared at him. “No.”

“Yes.”

“No.”

“I can see we’re not going to get anywhere with this,” Cale said. “You haven’t answered by question! What’s the verdict?”

Solsburn grunted again. “I would fail you normally.”

“What? But I did so well!”

Solsburn kicked at the swords lying near his feet, sending them clattering. “I teach a swordsmanship class,” he said. “You abandoned the swords.”

“Swords are a terrible weapon to fight any of these monsters with!” Cale protested. “Except maybe the lesser wyrm, but then Leo wouldn’t be forced to use magic, and the class is Sword and Sorcery.”

Solsburn narrowed his eyes at Cale, as if not expecting to be called out. Then he grunted again. “Yes,” he agreed. “So you pass. For now.”

“For now?” Cale blinked. Solsburn simply pointed down the corridor that Syphus had rolled ahead on earlier. “Oh. I mean, it wants to test making spell cannons, which it shouldn’t be doing anywhere near us.”

“Agreed,” Solsburn said. “So you pass. As long as the golem is unharmed.”

“You know what, that’s fair,” Cale said. He was pretty sure Syphus would be fine; it wasn’t like Sisyphus would allow his only contact with the outside world to get hurt. But he couldn’t outright say that; he was pretty sure that the Named was keeping his presence mostly a secret.

Instead, he changed the subject. “So,” he said. “Did you seriously follow us into the labyrinth just so you could do your test thing? I thought you professors were done making me prove myself.”

Solsburn grunted. “Promised I would.”

“Ah,” Cale said knowingly. “And you’re the type that never breaks a promise.”

Solsburn leveled him with an unreadable stare. “And you are students. It would be dangerous alone.”

“You’ve seen the rest of my classes,” Cale said. “Danger’s not that much of a problem for me. Besides, what about the rest of your class?”

Solsburn shrugged impassively. “They can wait. Patience is an important tenet of the sword.”

“Is it, or did you just make that up?” Cale asked, eyeing Solsburn, who didn’t respond. He paused contemplatively. “You know what, I think I like you. You have very simple priorities. Want to go out sometime?”

“Cale!” Leo said, sounding horrified.

Solsburn, on the other hand, still didn’t react with much of anything; instead, he simply tilted his head slightly. “I have other priorities. But if you wish to hunt. You may call on me.”

“Great!” Honestly, Cale mostly just wanted to get any kind of reaction out of the guy. That… sort of qualified? He wasn’t really sure if he’d succeeded, actually. What did hunting even mean in his culture? “I’ll keep that in mind.”

“What the fuck just happened,” Leo said, pressing a hand against his face.

Cale turned to look at him. “Are you asking about the flirting, or the weird clown thing running away from us?”

“Both!”

“Oh,” Cale said. He grinned. “In that case, I have no idea. Isn’t that just grand?”
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                Technically, all of this had started about an hour ago. Or something along those lines, anyway. Cale wasn’t great at keeping track of time, and it was worse when they were in the narrow corridors of a labyrinth with no sunlight to speak of. It felt like around an hour had passed, and that was good enough for him.

He hadn’t quite known what to expect when Leo had barged into his baking session to tell him that the door magically implanted in his dorm room was glowing, of all things. The last time he’d examined it, the only enchantments that had anything to do with glowing were the ones that keyed it to their mana. Without any of them trying to open it, it shouldn’t have been glowing.

And Leo had sworn he wasn’t trying to open it. Apparently he’d just been staring at it to hype himself up for later? But at some point in that process, it started glowing, and while Leo had thought at first that he’d somehow done something wrong just by staring, he had fortunately quickly realized this was caused by something else.

Not that he knew what it was. He just knew nothing about labyrinth mana should have been able to make the door start smoking. The glowing was one thing—labyrinth magic could sometimes highlight the correct route with a telltale glow—but smoking? That definitely wasn’t him.

And it was the smoking that really got Cale’s attention. Glowing was fine! Magical things glowed all the time for a variety of different reasons. Unexpected glowing usually wasn’t a good thing, but it was rarely dangerous. It was when things started to smoke and spark that there was a real cause for concern.

Mostly because, in Cale’s experience, it usually meant something was about to explode.

“Now, there’s a formula for calculating how dangerous a magical explosion will be,” Cale said, staring contemplatively at the door and tapping his chin. “I have no idea what that formula is, mind you, but I know there is one!”

“Cale!” Leo glared at him.

“Okay, I do know what the formula is, I just don’t feel like doing the math,” Cale admitted. Which apparently wasn’t what Leo was worried about, because he just stared at him like he’d grown a second head. “Look, long story short, the more magically complex something is, the bigger the explosion. Also the weirder the explosion.”

“And, um, how magically complex is the labyrinth?” Damien asked worriedly.

“Oh, incredibly.” Cale poked at the door, wondering if he could contain the blast in a barrier. Probably not—even if he surrounded the door itself with a barrier, there was an entire extradimensional complex behind it that he couldn’t shape his barriers around. “I mean, just the door alone is, what, around an eight on the complexity scale? It’s a dimensional graft attached to the Brightscale Academy’s naturally manifesting secret passages. Do you know how hard that is to pull off?”

“N-no?”

“Really hard. And even if we put that aside, the door leads to a pseudo-dungeon created by an ancient, abstract plague that infected and formed it out of the greatest power source ever devised by Karmian society. That also happens to be a megadungeon created out of every dungeon that existed in Karmia.”

Damien took a careful step back from the door. “So… what’s going to happen if it explodes?”

“Oh, I have no idea,” Cale said. “I just know it’ll be bad. And weird. Bad and weird. Not a great combination of things, honestly. I would rather we avoid finding out.”

He paused, looked at the worried expressions that Damien and Leo both wore, then hastily added: “It might not explode, though! For all we know someone just cast a smoke spell on the other side of the door.”

“You’re bad at reassuring them,” Syphus called out, flipping a page of the book it was reading. It didn’t seem to care very much about the impending magical disaster, or at the very least it was far more interested in the books Leo had managed to gather for it.

Cale was kind of surprised Leo had managed to find so many documents relating to the old Spellfist Monks, honestly. None of them were complete, of course, but it made for a great starting point. More than enough for them to recreate the first of the monks’ Forms, at least.

Assuming none of them died in the explosion that was probably coming.

“Do you think we should call someone?” Cale asked thoughtfully.

“What do you mean,” Leo said, the words remarkably high-pitched. Too high-pitched for it to even sound like a question. Cale was kind of surprised his voice managed to get to that register. “Who would we even call, the plumber?”

Cale gave Leo a strange look. “Why would we call the plumber?” he asked. “You’re being hysterical. Obviously we’d call either Akkau or Imrys, since she’s the one that put this here in the first place, but…”

He really didn’t want to deal with Imrys. Mostly because she seemed like she was mad at him about the baking spell he’d inadvertently spread all over the school. He wondered briefly how far the effect had reached—presumably, it would have kept going until the spell ran out of mana or ran into a ward.

“Oh! What about Jax?” Cale snapped his fingers. “He’s bound to the Wing, right? He should have some idea what’s going on.”

“Jax?” Leo broke out of his hysteria for a moment to stare at him in confusion. “…Are you talking about Jaxovar? The Demon Custodian of the Astral Wing?”

“Yes, but I decided to call him Jax,” Cale said. “Also, why did you say that like it’s a title?”

“Because everyone knows him! He’s terrifying!” Leo grabbed him by the shoulders. “Jaxovar is a demon, Cale!”

“So is Alina, and she’s nice,” Cale pointed out.

“That’s different! Alina’s had plenty of time to adapt to the realm! She escaped centuries ago! Jaxovar is summoned under contract. He has all the powers of a demon and he can call upon the mage he’s bound to!”

Cale blinked at Leo. “Sounds like a great candidate to tell us what’s going on behind the door, then,” he said cheerfully. “Besides, you just called him by his true name three times in the span of like a minute. Even if he wasn’t paying attention before, he’s definitely paying attention now.”

Leo went pale. “That—is that how it works?” he asked, his voice suddenly timid. Cale grinned.

“And that, my dear apprentice, is why demonic etiquette is an important class in half the Great Realms,” he said cheerfully. “Names give them power, yes. It’s polite to give them a nickname, although most of them will pretend they don’t like it. The opposite is true for so-called escapees or demons that abandon the infernal realms, though, so make sure you know the difference—”

Before he could finish what he was saying, there was an impatient knock on the door. Cale gave the still-mortified looking Leo a thumbs up, then went to pull it open, revealing a very disgruntled looking Jax.

“Right on time!” Cale took the demon’s hand and shook it. “We need your help with something, but I’m assuming you figured that out already.”

Jax’s hand was limp in his grip. “Why,” he asked frostily, “does it feel like your room is jabbing an ice pick into my brain?”

“I’d imagine it has something to do with that.” Cale jerked a thumb toward the door, which was now trembling and sparking violently. “Any idea if that’s going to explode any time soon, by the way? We need to know for reasons.”

Jax stared at the door, then at Cale. “…it will not explode as long as the suppression wards are held in place,” he answered, gritting his teeth. Cale winced slightly in sympathy; it looked like anchoring the wards was hurting him here. “Why, may I ask, is there what appears to be an ancient labyrinth attached to your dorm room?”

“Professor Imrys did it,” Leo interjected desperately. “It’s not Cale’s fault, sir, she did it without any of us knowing.”

Was he trying to protect him? Cale beamed; that was sweet of him. Also unnecessary, really, but clearly there were some untoward rumors about the so-called demon custodian of the Astral Wing.

“She what.” Jax’s tone went dangerously flat, and he fell completely silent for long enough that Cale started to worry that he’d passed out from sheer, frustrated irritation.

Then Jax let out an aggrieved sigh. “Sure,” he said. “Of course she cast an eleventh-tier spell on the Astral Wing with no consideration of the strain that would put on the suppression wards. It’s not like the wards or the state of the Wing are bound to my immortal soul or anything.”

“…are they?” Cale asked, immediately curious.

Jax glared daggers at him. “I will not answer questions about the location or status of my soul,” he said, which was probably fair. “More importantly, someone has to deal with this. The space this door is connected to grows more unstable by the second—Kazerath!”

The last word he snarled out as he clutched at his head and nearly fell to his knees. Cale reached out reflexively to catch him, and to his surprise, Damien joined him, looking immensely worried for their custodian. Together, they guided the demon to sit on the nearby bed, where he nursed his head and muttered even more curses under his breath.

While he recovered, Cale turned to his apprentices. “That’s a swear word in Altered Demonic, if you’re wondering,” he explained. “Means something like ‘may your mother be damned by the rot of your soul,’ except pretend it’s filled with a lot more expletives. It’s technically a very poetic curse by infernal standards. Tends to be used by upper-class demons and their children.”

“You are not supposed to know that,” Jax muttered. “Nor were you supposed to explain it. Please refrain from doing so in the future. It sets a poor example for the students.”

Cale nodded pleasantly. “Of course,” he said. “Now, is there any way I can help?”

Jax sighed. “Some mana will help stave off the worst of the pain and allow me to maintain the wards longer, but the problem in the labyrinth must be dealt with,” he said. “I may be able to share some information based on the way this labyrinth is straining the wards, but it would help if it didn’t feel like my skull were about to split open.”

“Oh, right,” Cale said. “Demons are a mana-assimilating species, aren’t they? Like mana vampires. How do I donate?”

“Please do not compare us to vampires,” Jax said wearily. “Simply place a hand on one of my horns and channel your mana into it. Just be sure to do it gently—kovusu!”

Before Jax even began the second part of that sentence, Cale had already grabbed his horn and started channeling.

Not even half a second later, Jax was curled up and hyperventilating for a completely different reason.

“Ah,” Cale said, blinking. “Whoops. Maybe I should’ve had one of you do it.”

 



 

It took some time for Jax to recover, but thankfully, the mana donation had helped quite a bit—the door was emitting only a faint glow now, and Jax’s red skin looked healthier than ever. He did abjectly refuse to talk about what just happened, though, and instead did his best to describe what he could feel happening behind the door.

It turned out that the labyrinth was mutating.

Sort of, anyway. That word implied the labyrinth was a living thing, and that wasn’t strictly accurate. Better to say that the magic that suffused and maintained the labyrinth was having a sympathetic reaction with something and was therefore growing rapidly out of control.

That was something Cale knew could happen with powerful magical artifacts, albeit usually to a lesser extent, and usually not destructively. At higher levels of magical complexity, artifacts kept in close proximity could spontaneously develop a sympathetic resonance with one another, resulting in a new, undocumented effect that neither artifact could achieve on their own.

It most often happened with artifacts that were similar enough to one another, though. Rings, for instance, developed this sort of sympathetic resonance rather frequently. But the spatial cubes used to trap the labyrinths created by the Labyrinth Plague were specially designed to do exactly that; the possibility of a similar artifact causing any kind of sympathetic resonance was… well, it was low at best.

Unless, Cale thought suddenly, there were other spatial cubes that had been opened. He wasn’t exactly an expert on extradimensional geometry, but he did know that spatial artifacts in particular could occasionally break the rule of proximity. The artifacts themselves didn’t need to be near one another as long as the extradimensional spaces they contained were.

If he took that into account, then what was most likely happening was that another labyrinth created by the Labyrinth Plague was resonating with the one in their dorm. The only question, then, was why. If it was at all possible, then it should have happened long ago.

A trigger event, then? Some artifacts didn’t evolve until they were exposed to a sufficient amount of raw magical energy, and others required active use in combat. Still others required the artifact itself to be tested and strained. That was pretty close to what Jax had described—he’d explained that the space inside the labyrinth was “attempting to grow beyond its bounds.”

So a second labyrinth, then, and something magically violent happening in one or both of them. Possibly the cubes were trying to merge the two labyrinths so they could contain what they would almost certainly perceive as a threat. That would explain most of what Jax had explained he was feeling, and it also meant the only way to stop this was to stop whatever was straining the spatial cubes.

“Okay,” Cale said. “I’m pretty sure we’re going to have to go in if we want to fix this. Leo? I know I said you could have some time to get yourself ready. Do you think you’re ready?”

“Cale, it’s been like—it’s been like two hours!” Leo pressed his face into his hands. “I mean I’ve been thinking about it since last night, I guess, so it’s longer than that, but—”

“If you aren’t ready, you don’t have to come,” Cale said steadily.

Leo sighed. “I’m not ready,” he admitted. “But I don’t think I’m going to be on any sort of timescale that matters. The Red Hunters are going to be here in less than a week now. I’ll come with. Besides, you might need my help navigating.”

“I was hoping you’d realize that, because I’m liable to get hopelessly lost on my own,” Cale said with a grin. Something in Leo’s shoulders seemed to relax slightly at this.

Meanwhile, Syphus snapped the book it was reading shut and brightened. “I think I get how to do the first spell,” it said. “If I come along, will I get to test it out?”

“I don’t see why not,,” Cale said. He raised an eyebrow. “Are you sure you figured out the spell array? Because if you get it wrong, it’s going to turn your arm into a slug or something. Not that I’m stopping you, because personally I’d love to study your new slug-arm.”

Syphus shrugged. “I learn best by doing. If my arm must become a slug, then it’s a necessary sacrifice.”

“You two scare me,” Leo said. Damien nodded vigorously.

Jax, still perched on the bed, pinched the bridge of his nose. “I should not have allowed the two of you to meet,” he muttered. “I should have altered the schedule before Akkau gave it to you. If only I had known…”

“You know we can all hear you, right?” Damien asked him.

Jax gave him an affronted look. “You are supposed to pretend you do not.”

Then he glanced toward the door and frowned slightly. “…It appears that Instructor Solsburn is approaching your dorm now. I don’t know what you did, but please do not antagonize any more professors lest Akkau send me to fetch reconciliatory gifts. Again.”

“Instructor who now?” Cale asked. He glanced through the still-open door and down the hallway to find an entire set of armor slowly looming up the stairs. “…should I be concerned?”

“In the short time I have known you, I do not believe a single thing has ever made you concerned,” Jax answered dryly. “Resolve this quickly, please. Your donation has helped me greatly—in fact, I may very well advance to the next stage of my molt because of it—but the wards cannot hold out in perpetuity, regardless of my involvement.”

“Your molt?” Leo asked. Jax didn’t respond; instead, he snapped his fingers and vanished in a cloud of smoke.

“Can’t wait to learn how to do that,” Cale remarked. “Although I really don’t think this room needed more smoke.”

“I think that’s just a side effect of infernal teleportation,” Leo said. “What did he mean, molt?”

“I have a better question,” Cale said. “Who’s this Instructor Solsburn?”

Leo sighed, evidently accepting he would need to look this up in the library later. “He’s our Sword and Sorcery professor,” he said. “He likes to visit students personally before class to make sure they know what to expect, and also to have them choose a weapon for the class. He prepares the blades himself. That’s probably all this is.”

“That’s some dedication,” Cale said, impressed. “Do you think he’s going to ask about the door?”

“It would be weirder if he didn’t,” Leo said.

Sure enough, Instructor Solsburn paused just outside their doorway, staring silently at the glowing door, the remnants of purple smoke still in their room, and the lingering crackle of demonic energy. He tilted his head.

“Explain,” he said simply.

Cale blinked, looking at Leo. The minotaur shrugged. “He doesn’t like talking much.”

 



 

And that was how the five of them had ended up exploring the labyrinth together. The whole place had been eerily silent for about ten minutes of walking, after which Leo seemed to finally relax.

Then and only then did the monsters start flooding in.

And there were so many monsters.

The weirdest part, Cale thought as the drake on top of him continued attempting to gnaw his head off, was that most of these monsters weren’t normally nearly this aggressive.

“Um,” Damien said nervously. “The clown thing is coming back? And… no, nevermind, it’s running away again.”

Except the clown thing. Apparently.
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Magical Fun Fact: Molting is a multi-stage process for demons! It begins with the horns, but usually includes the suits (for the ones that wear suits, anyway). The suits are still clothing, they’re just also part of the demon and eventually peel off to reveal another suit.
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55 — Book 2, Chapter 3 — Sword and Sorcery, Pt 3


                Syphus was having the time of its life.

For one thing, it finally had a sword. A sword! For some reason the academy’s professors had refused to allow it to wield a sword until it received official “safety training” from any one of the academy’s instructors. It had difficulty actually getting that training, unfortunately, mostly because it didn’t have Sword and Sorcery on its schedule until the next term.

(Which was why it was delighted when it happened to be brought along on this particular mission. Solsburn didn’t seem to have an issue with Syphus joining in, and had even brought along a spare sword that he offered without a single word about safety. This raised Syphus’s estimation of him greatly.)

It didn’t really see what all the fuss was about, anyway. It wasn’t like it had any fleshy bits it could accidentally chop off with a sword. Even if the sword were one of those enchanted magical ones that could cut through steel—something the academy had evidently been quite worried about—Syphus had faith in the construction of its golem body.

Well, that and it was technically quite indestructible, or it would have worn down over eons of being rolled up and down a hill. One of the benefits of being a component of a mythology, even if it wasn’t technically a living mythology itself. Not that it ever advertised this fact. It had already done so once, and had no interest in being subject to experimentation by overenthusiastic wizards again.

Now it just needed to figure out how to keep the sword after class on the off chance that Instructor Solsburn wanted it back. Syphus was pretty sure it could just shove the sword into its storage spell and claim it had lost the thing somewhere in the labyrinth’s depths.

Then it would always have a sword on hand. Especially when those elves started growing foliage in its way again.

Accursed foliage. Sand was so much better. It didn’t understand the appeal of all that flimsy green stuff, anyway, or why most species seemed to prefer to decorate with that rather than with sand in its many, many forms.

Jars, for example. A jar of sand was basically sand containing more sand. It was great.

In any case, the point was Syphus finally had a sword to call its own and it had successfully managed to test out that new spell it had managed to put together using all those manuscripts Leo managed to find. Finally! It had been excited for this since… well, since about twelve hours ago, but still.

Frankly, it took all the patience it had to wait until it was far enough away from Cale and the others to test out the spell. Apparently there was a chance the spell would backfire horribly in some way, and it needed to be a good distance away before casting it.

A part of Syphus was, in fact, quite interested in how a spell like this might backfire. Alas, however, the array it had put together worked perfectly. In fact, to Syphus’s delight, the Gift actually recognized its efforts and rewarded it with a new spell of sorts, though it took a form it had never really seen before.

You have learned [Basic Spellfist Arts]!

[Basic Spellfist Arts, Level 1] [First Tier (Unique), Active] [4,000 Mana]

Unlocks access to a lost spell-based martial art.

Transforms a part of your body into a manaforged mechanism capable of firing any known spell up to a full tier above its base power. Note that you may only fire spells equivalent to the current tier of this spell.

Deepen your understanding of manaforging to unlock new manaeforged mechanisms. Deepen your understanding of the Spellfist Arts to evolve this spell to its next form.

At your current level of understanding, you have unlocked the following:

[Slug] — A loose and ill-formed expression of the transmutation magics imbued into the art. The Slug mechanism, if it can be called such a thing, oozes the input spell out of its pores as slime.

[First Form] — A cylindrical mechanism that fires the input spell straight ahead. Provides a minor boost to speed and power, at the cost of mana.

Warning: any damage incurred to the transformed part will transfer to your body when the spell expires.

Warning: input spells have a chance of backfiring if the construct is not well-controlled. Use with caution.

Syphus read the details eagerly. Sort of.

A normal mage, perhaps, would spend some time going over the pros and cons of [Basic Spellfist Arts]. They would almost certainly read the entire description and its warnings carefully, for the Gift was very rarely this thorough when it provided a new spell. When it was thorough, well, that was usually when the description being provided was particularly important.

Syphus was not most mages. Nor was it particularly worried about any of the warnings. It eagerly read right up to the point where the two “manaforged mechanisms” it had unlocked were listed, made a mental note to search for more later—or enlist Leo’s help in doing so—and then promptly cast [Basic Spellfist Arts].

Twice.

Because it had been given not one but two new options, and why wouldn’t it test them both out? Secreting spell-slime sounded like it could be a fantastic weapon, if used the right way. It was curious about how so many spells would operate when in slime form, whatever that meant.

Again, it was having the time of its life, because for the first time in its life, it could freely cast all the destructive spells it wanted. It didn’t have to worry about the aspect of the spell or the spell itself failing. Sure, one of its arms was now considerably less flexible, but who needed flexibility when it could fire out an enhanced [Burn], which it privately decided to call [Lesser Fireball]? Not to mention all sorts of other spells, like…

…well, mostly just that, actually. It had wanted to play with fire for longer than it could remember, and now it could blast flames out from an arm. It was pretty happy with that.

If only it wasn’t just restricted to first tier spells. Syphus decided it would need to evolve this spell as soon as possible.

For now, though, the [Lesser Fireball] was plenty. Echoes of its gleeful laughter rang through the hallway as it rolled down at full tilt, blasting them from its cylindrical arm at any monster that showed up in its sight.

The other hand, which was indeed now some sort of organic tendril-thing, was clutched carefully around its new sword.

Both the arm and the sword were very much on fire.

As far as Syphus was concerned, the spell was a success on all counts.

Even the slug arm, which seemed to be capable of secreting fire-slime. It had no idea why anyone would consider that a failure. This was amazing.

 



 

Serof didn’t know how long he’d been running. All he knew was that he couldn’t stop, even though he was running out of mana. Even though he’d just spent nearly an hour fighting off a dozen creatures he’d barely encountered before in his life, let alone had to fight. It had taken all the foresight of his scrying abilities to avoid most of them and to anticipate the ones he had to fight, and by the time he was done, he was bruised and bleeding.

And all this was still preferable to the life he’d had in the Watchful Hive.

The problem now was that Sternkessel absolutely hadn’t been kidding when he told him to run. Serof didn’t know what he expected, but he what he hadn’t expected was for the professor’s body to twist out of his suit like some sort of demented puppet, and he certainly hadn’t expected him to start slaughtering the Red Hunter and his army. If he had been anywhere in the vicinity…

Even now, the labyrinth trembled with the aftershocks of Sternkessel’s power. Serof was in shock, really, which ironically was part of the reason he was still alive; as long as he didn’t have time to stop and process what he’d witnessed, he would be fine. The sheer hate he’d seen emanating from the professor…

Serof was a scrying sage, and he’d seen many, many things in his time as an Observer. As a puppet of the Red Hunters, that had been his entire job. And there were many, many people that hated them, silent though that hatred was.

In all that time, Serof still hadn’t seen a comparable amount of hatred coming from anyone as it did from Sternkessel in that moment.

The only reason he knew all this—the only reason he could keep track at all—was thanks to the scrying spells he was now maintaining to navigate his way through the labyrinth. If it were at all possible, he would have tried to avoid scrying Sternkessel entirely; he’d had enough of scrying far-too-powerful entities for one day.

But he couldn’t afford to take his eyes off the professor for a number of reasons. For one thing, it sounded like the professor was relying on him to tell Cale where he was and what had happened. For another, if he wanted to keep a reasonable distance from Sternkessel at all, then he pretty much had to keep an eye on him.

So that was where he was at.

It took him far too long to find a place he thought was remotely safe, and even then, he couldn’t entirely stop moving. Parts of the labyrinth were constantly collapsing and rebuilding themselves—if he didn’t know any better, he would have said that the labyrinth was somehow integrating itself with a different one in a desperate attempt to repair all the damage that professor was doing to it.

Serof was terrified at the amount of power that implied on both sides. Sternkessel was damaging not only the labyrinth, but the dimensional space that contained it. On the other hand, the labyrinth was somehow holding him back.

What kind of monsters were the professors of the Brightscale Academy? Those other Observers hadn’t been kidding about what they had to put up with. The idea that he was running toward it was both a relief and terrifying…

It occurred to Serof that he did not, in fact, have any idea how he was going to get out.

Which meant his only hope was to ask for help. Sternkessel had implied that this Cale had a tendency to be in the right place at the right time, and Serof really hoped that was the case this time, or he would be forced to try to survive this labyinth for who knew how long until someone came looking.

[Nightmare Lure] was non-ideal as an emergency spell, but it was a miracle he had one to begin with.

Now he just had to hope that Cale was the sort of mage to follow creepy-looking puppets.

 



 

Cale tapped his chin and thought, frowning. It was still bothering him how aggressive the labyrinth’s monsters were being, and it bothered him more that he couldn’t quite pinpoint why. Not to mention that there was still no indication so far as to what was causing the labyrinths to merge. The labyrinths walls dampened his mana sense, but still, he should have sensed some kind of disturbance.

Instead, there was nothing. Oh, there were plenty of mana signatures, mostly from the sheer variety of monsters now lurking throughout the labyrinth, but nothing that would explain the reaction the labyrinth was having. And it was still having that reaction, too—it wasn’t like it had just stopped. Every so often, the entire place would reverberate like an earthquake had struck, and Cale would feel an almost nauseating wave of mana as the labyrinth attempted to compensate.

Though what he felt was only a fraction of what poor Leo was feeling. The first time it happened, the minotaur tripped and fell flat on his face. And he hadn’t even been walking at the time!

“Um, Cale,” Damien said hesitantly.

“Shh.” Cale waved him off. “I’m thinking!”

“Right, I know that, but… do you really need to do that while that drake is trying to gnaw your head off?” Damien asked. “Do you want us to help you with it?”

“It’s fine,” Cale said dismissively. “I don’t want to hurt it. Bone drakes are endangered, you know. Besides, it helps me think.”

Over in the corner, Leo looked up from where he was still trying to get his bearings. “How,” he started to ask before letting out a still-nauseated groan. “How could it possibly help you think.”

“It’s very relaxing,” Cale said. “Like having a weighted blanket, except angrier.”

Leo rubbed at his temples, evidently choosing not to even comment.

“It’s weird how many different types of monsters we’re seeing,” Cale continued thoughtfully, ignoring him. “None of these monsters would normally be anywhere close to one another. Dungeons usually at least try to mimic some kind of sensible ecosystem. This just feels like a random scattering of creatures? I guess the labyrinth merger would explain it, and the Karmian Well’s ecosystem was pretty varied to begin with, but still.”

Solsburn grunted. “That does not explain the aggression.”

“Aren’t dungeon monsters always pretty aggressive?” Leo asked, leaping onto the more productive train of thought.

“Kind of,” Cale answered. “Dungeon monsters are usually a little bit more aggressive than their wild counterparts, but generally not by this much. The aggression is caused by the magical agitation common to dungeons, plus the fact that they’re outside their natural habitats and have no idea what to do.”

“They are controlled first by their instincts,” Solsburn said without any intonation, but Cale noticed he had placed a hand on the hilt of his sword and was looking around warily. Had he sensed something? “Even when the dungeon is intelligent and directing them, it cannot completely override their natural urges. For them to ignore their instincts so completely, something else must be at play.”

Cale blinked. “I think that’s the most you’ve ever said in one go,” he said. “Can you do it again?”

Solsburn stared at him, completely silent.

“…Guess not.” Cale shrugged. “I mean, he’s right. Monsters don’t just stick around and let you kill them. If they think they’re going to lose, they’ll run away. And think about the shadelings, for example—if they were this blindly aggressive, they’d be running at us and be much easier to spot. They’re ambush predators for a reason.”

“Do you think something’s controlling them?” Damien asked worriedly.

“Either that, or it’s something more indirect, like some sort of mass curse,” Cale said. “Personally, I’m more worried about the latter. I think that’s what the big guy over there is worried about, too.”

Solsburn just grunted again. Cale was beginning to wonder if he’d just exhausted all his words for the next hour or so.

That was the crux of it, though. Dream wasps were one thing. Those things attacked pretty much anything on sight.

But bone drakes? They preferred to hide within their dens, emerging only to feed on the tributes the local species would often offer to them. They tended to form something of a symbiotic relationship with anything that lived nearby and rely on them for food.

Which was the whole reason they were endangered! That instinct was so strong it was present even in their dungeonspawn variants, and dungeons often overrode the basic instincts of their spawn in the interests of the dungeon.

It was the same for lesser wyrms. Those things abhorred dealing with people. They preferred to tunnel unseen, consuming only the refuse that littered the soil. Even in places where that was impossible—such as the labyrinth they were in, for instance—they would cling to ceilings and avoid potential predators as much as possible. They were enormous and terrifying, yes, but they were also cowards.

Or they were supposed to be.

Leo’s kick to the throat should have made the lesser wyrm retreat. The fact that it hadn’t was bugging Cale. It felt like this sort of behavior should have been ringing a bell. Like he’d seen something like this before, though he couldn’t for the life of him remember where. What made monsters so universally and suicidally aggressive?

“Also, I still want to know about the clown thing,” Leo said, shooting a nervous look down the corridor. “What was it? Did you recognize it? Because I’ve read all three Dungeon Monster Compendiums and that was not in any of them.”

“You shouldn’t trust those compendiums,” Cale said mildly. “Trust me, I tried once. Almost got eaten by five varieties of mimics. I did get eaten by three, but the good news is I gave them indigestion. Because I fed them too much mana.”

Leo stared at him. Cale wondered if he could get away with telling them he wanted to follow the clown thing.

“Also,” Damien said. “Why was it running away? You were saying every dungeon monster is suicidally aggressive; how come that one isn’t?”

Cale paused, blinking. “Huh,” he said. “You have a point. It should be attacking us like everything else, unless it’s immune for some reason. Or unless it’s—”

He groaned, smacking himself in the forehead; the movement triggered the now-exhausted drake to try gnawing off his head again, though not to any success. It looked almost put out by the whole situation.

“Unless it’s not one of the dungeon monsters,” he said. “It might be a spell. It feels like a spell, I just got distracted because it looks like a clown. Who makes their spells look like a clown?”

“Cale,” Solsburn said.

“It’s a spell, and it came back,” Cale continued, his eyes brightening slightly before they narrowed in focus. “Which means it’s trying to lead us somewhere—I think I know what this spell is. Some cultures that specialize in illusory and scrying magics often developed these as a sort of coded way to ask for help; they’re meant to scare off anyone who doesn’t understand the signal.”

Leo twitched. “Please tell me we aren’t going to follow the clown thing.”

“Like it or not, if that’s what I think it is, then we’re going to have to,” Cale said. He pushed himself to his feet with no apparent effort, expanding the barrier he was using to protect himself to create space, then wrapping a new one around the bone drake. It snapped in distressed confusion at the air. “It’s our only clue about what’s happening here so far.”

“It could also be a trap,” Solsburn said, picking up one of the swords and holding it out to him.

Cale eyed it for a moment before taking it with a sigh, “You know if there’s something to fight, I’m probably just going to blast it with mana, right? I’m not really a swords kind of guy/”

“You are holding it wrong,” Solsburn said. Cale frowned and adjusted his grip, and after a moment, the instructor nodded in satisfaction. “Good. You have experience with the blade.”

“A little,” Cale muttered. “I don’t like it.”

“Not all problems can be solved with spell,” Solsburn said. “Those that cannot can usually be solved by blade. I prepared one that can handle a fraction of your mana.”

Cale frowned. “It would take a divine artifact to handle my mana,” he said. Solsburn stared at him and didn’t elaborate, and Cale eventually sighed again, eyeing the delicate inscriptions on his new sword gingerly. Now that he was looking at it properly, it did seem… overly ornate.

Their instructor handed out two more swords to Damien and Leo each. “It seems this expedition will extend well beyond my class. I will ensure you four learn the basics of Sword and Sorcery before its end.”

“What about Syphus?” Damien asked.

“It will be here soon,” Solsburn said impassively. Cale turned his gaze from his sword to the instructor, his brows furrowing slightly. There was no cast of magic, so how would he—

Oh. He could almost certainly sense where his swords were, couldn’t he?

Right on time, Syphus strode into the room. Damien and Leo both looked horrified, while neither Cale nor Solsburn reacted to the golem that was entirely covered in some sort of fire slime.

“That was fun,” Syphus said gleefully, “I don’t think there’s anything left alive in that corridor.”

“A good use of that arm, though swinging it like a windmill will only work against monsters,” Solsburn said. “Decent start. I will give you notes on improvements to your form.”

Syphus paused. “Were you watching me?” it asked suspiciously.

“Yes.”

“Ah.” Syphus said nothing further for a long moment, and Cale could practically see it recalculating something it had been planning. “Well then. What are we doing next?”

“Following some sort of clown thing,” Leo grumbled. “Apparently. If it comes back. I, personally, really hope it doesn’t. Because I think it’s a trap.”

“I have bad news,” Cale said, already striding off.

As he did, he allowed some of his worry to slip into his expression. He still couldn’t for the life of him remember what it was that could drive dungeon monsters to such aggression.

But he was increasingly sure he was not going to like the answer.
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Unclassed: Path to Level One





Two paths lay before him, one safe, the other impossible. Adam chooses pain.

Raised as an orphan, living in Flea’s End, Adam dreamed of a life of wealth and luxury. He worked toward that goal every day, saving money for an offering, one that would earn him a rare and desirable [Class].

He had that dream stolen from him. Now, he’s willing to do anything to secure his future, no matter the cost.

Offered only pitiful classes, Adam rejects them all, becoming a weak and worthless Unclassed, one that society looks down upon. But he has one advantage: [Hoard], a Unique inventory skill that allows him to store and combine items, skills, and even power, assuming he’s willing to fight for them. 

Adam’s more than willing. He has five years until his next selection, and plans to get so strong that the class of his dreams becomes a laughable step down for him. 

His first step? Joining the Rift Delving Association.

His next? Entering hell.
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                Instructor Solsburn had discovered rather early in his new career that the best way to teach swordsmanship to a group of mages—who were really only interested in the sorcery part of his class—was to ensure that they didn’t realize they were learning it.

This was a task easier said than done, of course. Swordsmanship was not something that could be taught without its students realizing, especially when those students refused to wield a blade to begin with. How could he correct a stance or grip, if the very act made it clear what he was trying to teach?

The answer, it turned out, was simple: he would frame the act of swordsmanship itself as a form of magic.

That was the reason his class was called Sword and Sorcery. Many students came into his lessons expecting to learn sword-related magics, and it was true that he would teach those forms of magic in his class.

Rather conveniently, it was also true that those magics worked best with a proper understanding of how to wield a blade. Thus he was able to teach his lessons largely in peace, without his students complaining that what they were learning was not true magic.

If only they knew the true strength of the blade. That magic itself acknowledged the sword was no coincidence—Instructor Solsburn had long observed that mana aspects corresponded only to concepts that were held in sufficient reverence. And the sword was a near-timeless concept, held to an ideal even after it was surpassed by other forms of weaponry.

Mages often assumed that Solsburn’s sword was heavily enchanted, given his ability to slice through spells with little effort. It was true that his blade held a number of enchantments. Most of them, however, were enchantments to keep its edge sharp and its metal shining.

That he could cut apart magic itself was no mere enchantment, though few mages would ever believe him. It was a simple application of repetition and practice. He had learned to hone the edge of his blade with the essence of his will, and with that strength he once stood as one of Kazaran’s prime defenders.

At least until the Fall. Solsburn’s grip tightened briefly on his blade, his eyes straying once more to the unassuming human that now led their little group along the labyrinth’s hallways.

He held no true animosity for Cale. The arrival of the Fourth Blade had only hastened the fall of their once-great kingdom, but that true fall had begun long before the man ever stepped foot on their soil. If anything, he owed his life, his freedom, and his future to him.

Solsburn shuddered to think of what might happen if his bond of duty had never been severed. Would he still be wandering that empty kingdom? Likely. Likelier still that he would never have had a son. The debt he owed to the Fourth Blade was, he thought, greater than he would ever know.

…Except here he was, meeting the Fourth Blade once more. He was certain it was the same man, though it baffled him why Cale would pretend not to even know how to wield a blade. 

That minor correction he issued had been a test—to see if the human still remembered—and he clearly did, from the way he’d adjusted his grip. There was skill there, albeit rusted over by dust and time.

A part of him wanted to take Cale aside and thank him for what he had done, and to pledge his fealty to repay his debt. Another part was still mortified that the Fourth Blade himself had flirted with him. Had that happened the first time? He thought his memory of that fight was clear, but now that he thought about it, some of the things the man had said…

Solsburn tightened his grip on his sword again. The Fourth Blade seemed to sense this, and turned just long enough to give him a strange look. Solsburn did his best not to react.

Thankfully, he had already established that he did not speak overmuch, and the Fourth Blade was more preoccupied with following the supposed emergency spell than he was with attempting once more to engage him in conversation.

Which was probably a good thing, because another part of him—one he thought he had long left behind—really wanted to challenge the Fourth Blade to a duel. He was aware that Cale’s refusal meant that someone or something must have persuaded him to put down the blade. Wanting to see his skill again was likely a selfish desire.

His grip tightened once more on his sword.

Perhaps it was best he find a monster to take all this energy out on. Personal matters aside, the situation in the labyrinth seemed serious. Now was hardly a time to pursue the dreams of his youth.

But in the future, perhaps. After all, the Fourth Blade would be in his class every week. He would have plenty of opportunities to speak to him then. He had thought initially to approach him before class, but…

Well, clearly visiting him in his room wasn’t going to work. It seemed the room was something of a nesting ground for friends and trouble both.

 



 

Serof had hoped but had not actually expected that Cale would show up. After all, they were more than a continent away from the Brightscale Academy; what were the odds that Cale would not only find a way to him in such a short period of time but also somehow access the dimensional pocket he was in?

And yet the human striding with all too much confidence after his [Nightmare Lure] was definitely Cale Cadwell Cobbs. Serof felt his wings sagging in relief, and when he spoke, his voice nearly cracked.

“Your friend,” he said. “He came to help me, but something happened, I-I’m not sure what exactly. He went berserk.”

Cale frowned. “Which friend?”

“The one with rings for a head,” Serof said nervously. He’d forgotten the name, and he cursed himself for it; how had he managed to forget the name of the one person who’d saved him? “One of the Red Hunters was here, and he brought an army with him, and the moment he heard their names he told me to run and get you—”

The look in Cale’s eyes sharpened suddenly. Serof remembered with a surge of terror that those eyes had cut through the fog of the Watchful Hive from two continents away.

He took an instinctive step back, but Cale’s gaze flicked to him, and after a moment the human adjusted his expression to be something more deliberately blank. Serof might have felt patronized, if not for the fact that he mostly felt relieved.

“I see,” Cale said. “Explain everything you know, please. Quickly.”

And though he hadn’t spoken it as a command, Serof found himself rapidly spilling everything he knew, from the first moment he had broken free from the Watchful Hive’s control.

 



 

Cale would have cursed himself for not realizing this from the start if not for his belief that this sort of blame-distribution was an utter waste of time. He knew exactly why he hadn’t thought of this earlier: Sternkessel was fully capable of handling himself against almost any threat that could be thrown at him, and there was no reason to expect to encounter him within the labyrinth attached to their dorm, of all things.

But that must have been the cause of the labyrinth merge. The Red Hunters had another spatial cube collected from Karmia and had attempted to use it to delay Sternkessel and Serof’s escape, most likely because they knew it was one of the few things that could get around the professor’s ability to manipulate space at will. Then they’d most likely aimed to distract or disable him for long enough that they could retrieve Serof, and since they knew how powerful Sternkessel was…

They’d decided to act on what little information they had on his past. Cale was sure they now realized exactly how much of a mistake that had been, but now the damage had been done, and Cale—

Cale wasn’t sure if he could bring Sternkessel back from this. It was miracle enough that he’d been able to grow into his own person; that was something that Indictments, Greater or otherwise, simply didn’t do. They were quite literally bound to their purpose, and it was through sheer cosmic chance that Sternkessel’s purpose had been removed from existence at the moment of his creation.

That left him aimless enough to wander, to grow and learn. But Sternkessel remained bound, in a way, and it seemed those chains had returned in force.

“Is Professor Sternkessel going to be okay?” Damien asked nervously.

“We’ll make sure he is,” Cale answered without glancing back. “Serof, do you know what direction he’s in?”

“Y-yes.” Serof nodded rapidly, though for whatever reason he couldn’t quite seem to meet Cale’s eyes. “I had to keep track of him so I don’t get too close. And so that I could take you to him when I found you. He seemed pretty sure I would find you.”

Cale’s expression darkened further. “Can you lead us to him?”

“Are you sure?” Serof asked. “Even if you can handle him, the room is…”

Cale sighed. “I bet,” he muttered. He gripped the sword Solsburn had given him, taking a moment to eye the inscriptions along its length. Now that he was looking at it properly, the blade looked a lot older than the ones he’d given the other students. Was this some ancient artifact, then?

It didn’t matter. Whether he liked it or not, if he wanted to make it to Sternkessel, a sword probably was the better option here. The spells he had risked doing too much damage to the labyrinth and straining the academy’s wards even further.

“Take us to him anyway,” Cale said. “This isn’t a good time to split up, and we’re still connected to a labyrinth grown from the Karmian Well. If a distortion storm hits, it’s best we stick together. Damien, Leo, you might… want to look away, when the time comes.”

He straightened, feeling the sword fall into a more natural grip in his hands. Just as a test, he let a fraction of his mana flow into the steel, and was surprised to see his mana channeled into—

A barrier spell along the edge of the blade.

Clever. That explained why it could handle his mana, then; it was built for his specific capabilities. Even the barrier was attuned enough to him that he could control it, sharpen it as necessary or extend the blade. That style of weapon was achingly familiar in a way Cale refused to think about.

Instead, as Serof began to lead them further into the labyrinth, Cale sighed and began to speak.

“I said earlier that dungeon monsters aren’t usually this aggressive,” he said. “There is an exception. Or there was. Dungeon ecosystems at a very basic level subsist on mana, and if that mana is tainted in any way, it affects the entire dungeon. Back during the Planar War, when the Source was corrupted, this sort of behavior was commonplace.”

He said the words as dispassionately as he could. It never got easier, talking about that particular moment of history, but Cale was beginning to see that Utelia would force those secrets to light whether he liked it or not.

Better to share on his own terms. He’d learned that lesson long ago, among many others.

“But the Source isn’t corrupted anymore,” Damien protested weakly. Syphus was whispering a quick explanation to Leo, who looked aghast at having missed this particular conversation. Solsburn seemed as expressionless as ever, though his gaze was intent.

“It is not,” Cale confirmed. “The point is that magic responds to how you use it, which means that mana can still be tainted if the circumstances are exceptional enough. You see it all the time in places of exceptional joy or tragedy, where myths and legends form.”

“And what would cause this?” Solsburn asked in his low, rumbling voice.

Cale was silent for a long moment. He’d brought up the Planar War not because he wanted to, but because the parallels were exact. He knew the conditions that brought this about all too well. He’d lived those exact conditions, after all. Grown up in them, time and time again.

“Hatred,” Leo said. “It has to be hatred, right?”

“If it was hatred, that lesser wyrm you killed wouldn’t have stopped, even when you hurt it.” Cale’s grip tightened again on his sword, and without looking, he cut down a creature that tried to drop down on them from the ceiling. “Hatred doesn’t leave gaps. It expends everything at the expense of the self.

“So no, what we’re seeing isn’t hatred.” Cale sped up slightly, knuckles still white around his sword. “It’s desperation.”

Sternkessel was still in there.

 



 

They made their way through the labyrinth in record time, even with monsters launching themselves at them every so often. Solsburn was largely silent through the expedition, was his general preference. Indignation burned within him at the thought of what had been done to Sternkessel, though. He was aware enough of the other professor’s circumstances, and to think that the Hunters had managed this under their noses…

His classes usually followed a strict curriculum. The greatest secrets of Sword and Sorcery were not taught except to those that proved themselves worthy, simply because it was hard enough to get his students to learn the blade the regular way. But if these ones were as intent as they appeared to be on facing every problem head-on—

Well, a small adjustment wouldn’t hurt, if it would lend them the power they would undoubtedly need. Solsburn was more than capable of stepping up himself, but he was well aware of his limitations. He could not be where he needed to be as easily as these students would be.

And so it began with him helping Damien fend off a particularly large bloatwraith, which seemed entirely immune to both his magic and his blade.

“Do as I do,” Solsburn said gravely, and though it was his sword that cut through the bloatwraith, Damien’s expression afterward told him the ploy had worked.

“[Steel Sorcery],” Damien read, his brow furrowing. “What—how did you do that?”

“The blade has its own logic,” Solsburn grunted. It was the same answer his masters had given him, a long time ago. “There are many forms of magic, and sorcery belongs to itself.”

Damien looked, if anything, even more confused, but Solsburn refused to elaborate. His own masters hadn’t offered him much more than that. But he did intervene twice more, to give Leo and Syphus the same instruction and gift.

And though Cale was clearly preoccupied with what had happened to Sternkessel, he paused once, just long enough to give Solsburn a calculating look with the smallest flicker of recognition.
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                The stench struck them long before they arrived at the chamber Sternkessel was apparently rampaging in, and if there had been any doubt about Serof’s claims before, those doubts vanished as soon as it hit them. Damien and Leo’s faces both turned ashen, and though Syphus had no sense of smell of its own, it could clearly tell that something was off. Its lone eye dimmed as it glanced around.

Cale didn’t slow down. If anything, he sped up. This was nothing he hadn’t encountered before, and he’d long perfected the art of compartmentalization. It helped that here at the source, the air was practically choked with corrupted mana, and it was easy to focus on that instead of… everything else.

Whatever ritual the Red Hunters had used to revive the Loomweavers was yet another example of magic that had been sealed long ago. The creatures they had used it to bring back were empty husks in all but name, though Cale sensed a small remnant of their souls lingering about them.

That explained why the ritual had still been enough to bring Sternkessel’s nature as a Greater Indictment to bear. Cale winced at the sight of him. His once-pristine suit was torn half to shreds and slicked black with blood, and the golden lustre of his metal entirely gone. Instead, jagged, cruel-looking spikes adorned his rings.

He had grown, too. Sternkessel’s height had more than doubled, but his spine was now twisted unnaturally, forcing him to move on four limbs instead of two. And those limbs hadn’t emerged unscathed, either; they were too long now, bent at cruel-looking angles like several additional joints had been added to each limb.

Leo vomited. More because of everything else in the room than because of Sternkessel’s state, Cale supposed. The good news, if it could be called good, was that most of the gore in the room was unrecognizable.

The bad news was that Sternkessel was most definitely not himself. The hatred and desperation oozing off him was palpable, strong enough to leave a visible imprint on the mana around him. That was, at least, a sign that there was something left of their professor in there—if he had succumbed entirely, it was far more likely they’d be faced with something… emptier.

Cale had fought Greater Indictments before. They could be tricky opponents, depending on the abilities that their natures granted them, and even worse was the fact that they couldn’t be thrown off-balance; their battles, when they had them, tended to have repercussions on a continental scale.

If he had been anticipating that kind of battle, Cale would have long sent his apprentices and Solsburn back to the academy, but the situation here was a little different. The battle their professor was fighting internally manifested outwardly as a sort of distracted aggression. Cale held no illusions about avoiding a fight entirely, but if he could just find a way to calm Sternkessel down—

Sternkessel was, of course, not going to give him the chance to think. He roared at them, rattling fiercely, and swung a limb of twisted metal at the five of them. Cale grimaced.

“Move!” he snapped, throwing himself out of the way. A surge of broken mana followed up the swipe, tearing through space and leaving behind a vacuum of air that would have sucked him back if he hadn’t slammed a barrier into the ground to anchor himself.

Fighting against someone with a spatial domain was such a pain. If they weren’t doing it within the spatial cube, it would have been even worse. Even without the ability to freely teleport them, though, Sternkessel’s attacks were dangerous. Cale’s preferred method of dealing with this type of thing was to create a barrier of mana so dense it warped the space within it, but…

Well, the spatial cube was strained enough as it was. Throwing mana around unrestrained would only make things worse. No—if he was going to use a ridiculous volume of mana to resolve this problem, he needed to keep it constrained.

His fingers twitched over his grip on the sword Solsburn had given him.

Cale hated using swords. That hatred had developed a long time ago, admittedly, and he’d long since allowed the skills he developed with a blade to rust. He didn’t have all the muscle memory he’d developed through training, either, nor could he simply pull out the heights of his talents at the drop of a hat.

But some things—the very basics, at least—were difficult to forget, and with the Gift flowing through him, he’d regained something. Around the same time his apprentices had learned it, in fact.

You have learned [Steel Sorcery]!

Cale raised his sword, and it began to glow with a bitter light. He poured his mana into it until he felt the enchantments that held it together began to bend and strain—and what a surprise it was that it held so much of his mana. The sword drank it in with greed until it shone with the kind of light that only a true prismatic mage could wield.

Solsburn’s breath caught.

“Keep him distracted,” Cale called out, and to their credit, nobody hesitated. They knew what was at stake here. Then he turned to Sternkessel, who had hesitated upon seeing the light of his blade. “I’m not here to hurt you, you know. You have a promise to keep.”

Sternkessel simply shrieked threateningly at him, then raised a claw once more—

—only for Syphus to fire an upcast [Burn] at the offending limb. It didn’t do a thing to him, obviously, but it made him flinch just enough to throw off his aim. And then Leo was casting a spell to keep him contained, a mess of labyrinth mana rising up around Sternkessel to create a barely-coherent interpretation of space around him. Damien reinforced the spell with thin threads of decay, relying on the inherent, primal fear of decay that most beings had.

Neither of those things actually stopped Sternkessel for more than a split second, and Solsburn had to intervene almost immediately after. He used his blade to cut through the spatial distortion aimed toward them, then shielded them before the detonation could send them flying.

Cale had used that brief flicker of distraction to duck under Sternkessel’s guard. There was very little he remembered about how to use a sword, but [Steel Sorcery] held a single basic truth. There was a reason it was capable of cutting through magic where ordinary blades could not, after all.

[Steel Sorcery] could blend will and mana both. Those trained in it could supplement weaker mana cores with pure willpower and become every bit as capable as their more magically-inclined counterparts. Once upon a time, the lowly labourers of a kingdom had managed to overthrow their king’s armies with that secret alone.

Normally, that imbuement of will took decades to perfect. Cale was out of practice, but he didn’t really need to sharpen his will here, did he? Not when this sword could handle his mana.

Cale aimed and cut.

Not at Sternkessel, of course. No, the true benefit of [Steel Sorcery] was its ability to cut through the immaterial, and so he aimed instead for the remnants of the Loomweavers’ souls.

Every moment of distraction bought for him he used to slice through another one. The greatest bundle had been attached to Sternkessel himself, lingering around him as if eager for revenge.

As if Cale would allow them anything like that.

 



 

When it was done, Sternkessel just… stopped in place. He didn’t change back, though Cale hadn’t expected curing him to be quite as simple as removing the source anyway. The kind of transformation he’d been through was of the sort that fundamentally altered one’s nature. It wasn’t impossible to revert, but it wouldn’t be easy.

Cale clenched his fists, then let out a breath.

The important thing was that Sternkessel wasn’t attacking them, either. There were deep scores rent into the stone of the labyrinth around him, both from the fight and from his rampage prior to it. According to Serof, their professor had been destroying everything around him in a mad rage, even when the Red Hunter and the entirety of his so-called army was dead.

Serof had also mentioned that every so often, Sternkessel would unleash a wave of dissonant magic that tainted the mana around him and strained the labyrinth’s dimensional bounds. That meant they couldn’t just leave him here, either, not that Cale would have accepted that as a solution.

Cale took a slow step forward, his gaze steady even when Sternkessel flinched back and began to growl; Cale held a hand out placatingly. “Easy,” he muttered. “Remember, I’m not here to hurt you.”

Sternkessel stilled, and Cale took another step forward, sweeping his mana sense over the wounded Greater Indictment. Because this was a wound, though not a conventional one; the Red Hunters had managed, apparently by accident, to strike a blow stronger than any they could have struck on purpose.

Though Cale wasn’t sure he really believed that this had been an accident. The Hunter that had been sent here had no idea, certainly; anyone used to set this up would certainly die in the process. But did no one at the Red Hunters know that this might happen? With the number of spies they apparently had everywhere, and with Serof’s reveal that they had an entire artifact dedicated to watching everything that happened in Utelia…

He doubted that this was an accident. It was too calculated a move. Sternkessel was likely the foremost expert in spatial manipulation on Utelia. Any other mage would need to cast a teleportation spell, and teleportation spells could be circumvented and blocked.

Sternkessel, on the other hand, possessed a domain magic that simply directly commanded regions of space as they existed relative to the stars. It was unblockable and untraceable to most mages, and if he was allowed to operate freely, then the Red Hunters would not be.

Cale wondered briefly how long they’d been preparing for this.

“I-is there anything we can do?” Damien asked, sounding—well, he seemed horrified, though he was doing his best to suppress that horror. His sword was gripped tightly in his hand, and both Serof and Leo were staring grimly at Sternkessel. Instructor Solsburn was keeping a wary eye on all entrances to the little chamber they were in, well aware that his students would be in no state to do so.

“Use your decay mana on these bodies, if you can,” Cale said. His voice softened slightly. “I know it might be hard for you, but we don’t need to be surrounded by all this.”

Damien swallowed, but nodded without offering even a word of complaint. His hands trembled, though. Leo put a hand on his friend’s shoulder, and Damien’s tension seemed to ease a bit.

Through all this, Cale had the unsettling sense that Sternkessel’s feral form was watching him closely. Waiting for him to make a move, no doubt. Cale sighed.

“If I had a cure for you, I wouldn’t be waiting,” he muttered. “I have some ideas, but nothing we can do in the middle of this labyrinth. We’re going to have to bring you back to the academy—”

Sternkessel snarled and took several steps back, his legs scuttling against the ground.

“I know,” Cale said. He rubbed the bridge of his nose. “The academy is an intermediary. Our best bet is to set you up in the Inverted Spires, maybe get Akkau to set up some wards just in case anyone tries to explore the place.”

Cale would have to provide the mana himself, though. He was under no illusions as to what a Greater Indictment was capable of. Left alone to rampage, they had the power to ravage entire continents. That they never did was simply a result of their so-called programming; in most cases, once a Greater Indictment completed its task, it would stand guardian over the place of their birth.

That made the Inverted Spires a perfect containment site, of sorts, as much as Cale loathed to use the word.

Sure enough, as soon as he mentioned the Inverted Spires, something in Sternkessel seemed to settle. There was a tension in the magic around him that eased, just a bit.

“I did promise to help you figure out how to uplift your kind,” Cale said. “Guess this means we have to get started early, huh?”

Sternkessel rattled violently. Leo and Damien both took a step back, lifting their swords; Syphus raised its spell cannon, worried their professor was going to attack again.

Cale just blinked. “Are you… purring?”

The rattling stopped, and Sternkessel simply stared at him with what could only be described as embarrassed silence. Cale snorted.

“Glad you’re still in there,” he muttered. “We’re going to make sure the Red Hunters regret this, don’t you worry about that. For now, let’s just get you home.”

 



 

The labyrinth had settled slightly by the time they began making their way back. Without Sternkessel raging against the boundaries of the labyrinth, it was repairing itself quickly, at least in part because it had the benefit of being fueled by two containment cubes instead of a single one.

Cale kept his thoughts about that particular fact carefully blank. One never knew who was watching, especially in a space that had so recently been under Red Hunter control. Once they were back in the academy, he could get Imrys to make sure the artifacts were properly bound to Brightscale, and then he could be more open about his plans. Until then, he would say nothing.

Every so often, a particularly brave monster would approach them. Instructor Solsburn dispatched them with ease, apparently sensing that this was not the time to try to make sure his students got an education in swordsmanship.

Cale appreciated it. Some glimmers of memory were starting to return, there. How long ago had that been? It was terribly rare for him to meet someone twice across his lives, and often these were moments that he treasured, but Solsburn…

Well, Cale would have preferred not to remember that particular life or what he’d encountered within it. The kingdom Solsburn protected, empty or not, had been monstrous.

Time changed all people, though, and Cale knew more than most that the paladins and knights of that place had little choice in the matter. He didn’t hold anything against him.

Besides, he had far bigger concerns at the moment.

The trek back to their dorm was mostly uneventful, outside the monsters. Leo gave attuning himself to the labyrinth a shot, but with everything that had happened, his heart wasn’t in it. Cale appreciated the attempt, anyway.

As if the labyrinth itself could sense the mood, the final stretch of the route back was marked rather unusually: not by monsters or any new puzzles, but by rain.

Or more precisely, a minor distortion storm. Cale said nothing, but he had them linger in that rain for as long as it lasted, watching as concentrated distortion magic left traces of gold behind in Sternkessel’s otherwise blackened metal.

It was nowhere near enough, but it did give him the beginnings of an idea.

Quite a few ideas, in fact.

 



 

“You are remarkably calm about this,” Akkau said.

Cale wouldn’t have said he was calm, really. Tired would be more apt of a description. Akkau’s rage had been far more violent before he eventually calmed, and Cale saw the complexity of emotion in the dragon’s eyes, though he said nothing about it. He knew the regret of leaving too many things unsaid.

“I don’t exactly have anyone to take my anger out on at the moment,” Cale said. “Serof’s as much a victim of all this as anyone else is, and with everything he’s told us, we’re going to be able to weed out any Red Hunter sympathizers in the academy faster than ever. Both ours and the Haelforge academy, in fact.”

“That is… surprisingly pragmatic.” Akkau watched Sternkessel pacing along the walls of the Inverted Spires for a moment, his hands balling into fists before he forced himself to relax. “I would not have expected that from you.”

“It’s not really a good thing,” Cale said mildly.

“Is it not?”

“Not for the Red Hunters, at least. But then we were already going to target their plans, so this doesn’t change that much.”

“Somehow, I do not entirely believe you.”

Cale shrugged and kept his voice light. “For now, the best thing we can do is go back to classes as normal,” he said. “According to Serof, we’ll have our own Observers keeping an eye on the academy. We can’t let on that we’re giving him refuge. It’ll take time for our messages to reach Thystrahl and for their mages to verify everything we’re saying, and we need to make our own preparations if we want to help Serof free his people without just killing everyone in the Hive.”

“And you wish for me to handle that side of things while you… attend your classes, develop more baking spells, and sneak out for a purpose you refuse to disclose at night?” Akkau folded his arms across his chest.

Cale glanced up at him. “Has anyone ever told you it’s very distracting that you don’t wear a shirt? Why are you always going around open-robed like that?”

Akkau stared at him for a moment.

“Sorry. Coping mechanism.” Cale didn’t sound all that apologetic. “But yes. Just trust me. I know what I’m doing.”

Akkau let out an aggrieved sigh. “You ask for a lot,” he muttered. “For me to do nothing while my—while Sternkessel is forced to live in this state. I saw that moment he chose to be more than what he was. To this day, it remains one of my greatest inspirations. To have that choice stripped away from him—”

His magic flared around him again, bright with anger. Cale didn’t flinch.

“Cyte told you what I am, didn’t it?” he said. “I had no idea voidcytes could do that.”

“It was only able to do that because of Vekorax’s curse,” Akkau muttered. “What does that have to do with all this?”

“I am the last of my kind, and he is the first of another,” Cale said. “And he is the first to remember. The only one to remember, before you, and you might not remember once Vekorax is dealt with. So trust me. There’s very little I wouldn’t burn to ash to bring him back.”

Akkau was silent for a long moment. “I do not know if you meant that to be reassuring or terrifying,” he said. “But I find myself strangely reassured, nonetheless.”

“You should get that checked out,” Cale told him.

Akkau snorted. “…You’re certain whatever plan you have is going to work?”

“I’m certain I’ll find a way to make it work,” Cale said simply.

Really, there was quite a lot he could learn in his upcoming classes that would help. Baking magic aside—not that he would ever really put that aside—he was pretty excited for what was coming up next.

Alchemy 101.

Cale couldn’t think of a better class with which to experiment with his newfound base ingredient.
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                    Violent rattling is just the Silent Hill version of purring (I have no memory of playing Silent Hill, I have no idea if this reference makes sense. I know I played it! But horror games spook me and my brain just kind of files all the memories away.) 

Cale Fact: …this isn’t even the first time one of Cale’s companions has had to clean up a crime scene. In Cale’s defense, it’s usually not his fault! Also he helps, they just stop him from helping after a while because he’s not very good at it.
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Manabound Apocalypse





Even with his body broken… Daniel will defy the odds to survive.

When a college reunion turns into the end of the world, Daniel is just relieved he won’t have to see his boss on Monday. But when he and his friends are dragged straight into an Exclusion Zone, the relief ends fast. Crippled and trapped in a nightmare filled with creatures and chaos, Daniel faces an impossible choice: die where he lies… or rewrite his own limits.

Stealing Mana and bending it to his will, he forces his broken body to move. He adapts the spell, using Mana to puppet his own broken body like a marionette. Constantly using mana just to move, he pushes himself beyond what should have been possible. And soon, his struggle gives way to power. 

The world may have ended, but Daniel isn’t done yet. He’ll beat the apocalypse—or die trying.















                



58 — Book 2, Chapter 6 — Alchemy 101, Pt 1


                “You know,” Cale said. “I can’t help but feel like having the alchemy class inside a cauldron is a little over the top.”

“Nonsense,” Professor Rinkle said. “How else can we come to truly understand our potions? We must live as our potions do! Breathe as our potions do!”

“I think breathing in potion fumes is usually bad, actually,” Cale said, although that did explain a lot about their professor. She appeared to be a hobgoblin of some sort, but by Cale’s best estimates he was pretty sure she was actually some sort of pixie that had transfigured herself into a hobgoblin? Who knew.

He liked her earrings, though. They were unnecessarily extravagant, sure, but he was also pretty sure they were somehow functional. How she’d managed to enchant something that small to actively brew potions was beyond him, but then this sort of size alteration magic seemed to be something of a specialty of hers.

“We will engage only in safe potion-breathing,” Professor Rinkle assured him, which didn’t actually do much to assure him.

Beside him, Flia sighed. She’d supposedly only agreed to come to this class because she shared it with Cale—according to her, she was on the verge of figuring out what the Leviathan had told her and needed only a few more hours—but the menagerie’s attendants were very insistent on kicking her out, so Cale was pretty sure she was just attending because she didn’t have any other choice.

“Welcome to Alchemy 101 with Professor Rinkle,” she muttered. “She once tried to use water from my magic as a potion base. Now that I know where my water actually leads, I feel like I know why the potion exploded.”

Cale snorted. “You’re telling me she tried to brew a potion using the actual Abyss as a base ingredient?”

“I’m telling you she partially succeeded in brewing a potion using the Abyss as a base ingredient,” Flia said. “Honestly, I have no idea how, now that I think about it. Most of the potion exploded, but she managed to save some of it and turned it into some sort of summoning enhancement potion.”

“That’s… not an easy potion to make,” Cale remarked, impressed despite himself. Using the Leviathan’s domain to brew a potion was bold. It made sense that it would enhance summoning magics, but it could just as easily have drawn the attention of an Abyssal. The fact that it hadn’t meant Rinkle was either absurdly lucky or knew what she was doing far more than she appeared to.

Though Cale hadn’t quite decided one way or another, as far as that second point went. On the one hand, the fact that she was teaching here meant he was inclined to believe she knew what she was doing. On the other, she was currently lecturing the class on how a true alchemist needed to “eat as their potions do.”

“She did actually manage to brew a potion that eats things once,” Flia whispered. “Not even as an ingredient, the potion bottle just occasionally manifested a mouth and ate whatever was closest to it. She kept it as a pet for weeks. I’m pretty sure half her potions she just invents so she can make up a saying about it.”

Cale blinked at this, then considered it for a moment. “Honestly, if I had her potion-making chops, I’d probably do the same thing,” he admitted. He didn’t have quite as much of an interest in alchemy—it lacked the same elegance as baking, and for some reason tended to include a lot more screaming ingredients—but now that he thought about it, he could probably do something similar if he ever held classes for baking magic…

The Brightscale Academy didn’t currently have classes that were explicitly about baking magic. He’d asked. Akkau claimed that the rest of the professors had vetoed him on the subject, but had also told Cale that once he’d proven himself properly, he’d be able to put it up to a vote again.

What “proving himself properly” meant Cale had no idea, considering he’d done plenty to prove himself already, but it probably had something to do with not changing things up too much until the Red Hunters were gone for good. Which was fair, all things considered.

“Now,” Professor Rinkle said. “Many of you are new to this class, so I will go over the rules! The first thing to remember about alchemy is that you must treat your ingredients and your process with respect. Do not change the recipe unless you know what you’re doing! Anyone caught doing this will be expelled from this class until the next academic term.”

Cale raised an eyebrow. She was being unusually serious about that compared to everything else, and to her credit, it did make every student in class sit a little straighter and pay more attention. Maybe that was part of her strategy? To act a little off-kilter so that her students would pay attention when she got serious?

“Alchemy is an art, but it is a dangerous art,” Professor Rinkle added. “Until you truly understand your potions, you must not deviate, or they will visit their divine wrath upon your souls.”

…Or maybe this was just what she was like. It might take a few more classes before he could properly figure her out.

Cale couldn’t deny that he was a little distracted. It didn’t matter how good he was at compartmentalization—he couldn’t completely ignore everything that had happened. Sternkessel was the only person he’d ever met that was capable of understanding a fraction of who he was.

And now he’d been twisted beyond recognition. The professor might not truly be gone, but it would take time to bring him back, and even that was no guarantee. As far as Cale was concerned, the fact that he hadn’t responded by immediately nuking the Red Hunter camp out of existence was by itself an act of incredible restraint.

Granted, there were good reasons for not doing that. He just had a little trouble remembering what those were at the moment.

Still… as long as there was something he could do, it was easy enough for Cale to keep a handle on his mask. Damien had asked him the same question Akkau had shortly before they parted for their next class, in fact.

 



 

“How do you do it?” the dreadshade asked suddenly. “This isn’t the first time this stuff has happened around you, is it? Even here. But you always act like everything’s… normal. I know we’re supposed to so the Red Hunters don’t figure us out, but I don’t understand how you can do that.”

Cale glanced down to see Damien’s fists clenched and trembling, then sighed.

“I can do it because it’s happened so many times,” he said. “Some of it is just experience. Some of it is because, despite how incredibly normal I might seem—” Damien let out a disbelieving, involuntary snort at that, and Cale smiled at him. “—I have some incredibly unhealthy coping mechanisms and I am an expert at using them to pretend to be okay.”

“…so what you’re saying is I should take up drinking.”

“Absolutely not.” Cale shot his apprentice a horrified look. “What gave you that idea? Are you even old enough to drink?”

“I—Cale, I’m an immortal being of decay. How old do you think I am?”

“Doesn’t matter. You’re basically a child.” Cale reached out to pat Damien on the head, to the dreadshade’s absolute mortification.

“I don’t know if I hate that you did that or if I hate that it worked.”

“Are you pouting?”

“No,” Damien lied. Cale squinted at him, and when he didn’t budge, sighed.

“You want to know the real trick?” he said. He strode over to one of their windows to look out over the Inverted Spires—Akkau had done them the kindness of enchanting it to maintain a scrying spell over that area, just so they could keep an eye on Sternkessel. “I’ve wasted too many lives on regret and anger. If a problem can’t be fixed with an expression of immediate and incredible violence, then you know what I do next?”

“I have questions about the anger and the incredible violence part,” Damien said.

“I focus on what’s next.” Cale flashed his apprentice a smile, ignoring the questions. “This isn’t over. Not by a long shot. But no amount of anger is going to help Professor Sternkessel. If anything, it’ll do the opposite. So as far as I’m concerned, I’m going to attend classes as normal while I put all the pieces we need together.

“That said…” He paused for a moment in contemplation. “If you want to get a little revenge, you should meet with me tonight.”

Damien stared at him blankly. “Cale, we sleep in the same dorm room.”

“Even better!” Cale said brightly.

“How much incredible violence does this plan involve?” Damien asked suspiciously.

“Believe it or not? Absolutely none.”

 



 

Cale was pleased enough with his plans that he wasn’t even just pretending to be fine. He was mostly fine. Which was, as far as he was concerned, a great step up from being an incandescent ball of rage.

“Now!” Professor Rinkle said, wrenching him out of his thoughts. That was a very official-sounding “now”, which meant it was probably time to brew some potions. Excellent! “The other benefit of our classroom is, obviously, that we will save greatly on potion ingredients. Some of what we need for this class is quite rare, you know! Of course, at such a small scale your potions will have little effect beyond what we need to determine if you’ve brewed it correctly, but not to worry: I will brew a full-size potion right in this very cauldron and distribute the results.”

Cale paused, unsure if he’d heard that correctly. “She’s going to what.”

“She does this too,” Flia said with a sigh.

“Teams of three per cauldron, please,” Professor Rinkle said, oblivious to the startled murmurs among her students. “Remember to never exit the boundaries of your protective wards! Professor Rinkle is not responsible for death or injury caused by intentionally attempting to interact with the potion while it’s being brewed. But watch closely! Observe the potion! Live as the potion!”

“Is she going to—” Cale started, and then stopped as their professor proceeded to backflip out of the cauldron with surprising alacrity, cancelling the size charm on herself as she did so. A projection spell popped up in the middle of their “classroom,” showcasing a table full of potion ingredients. “…Okay, you know, somehow, this is a first for me.”

“This is a first for you?” Flia asked dryly.

“Most alchemists aren’t this good at size charms.” Cale glanced around the cauldron with interest. Now that he knew this was a cauldron used for actual brewing, he could sense the faint traces of mana clinging to the walls and floor. It had been scrubbed thoroughly, though, to prevent contamination of whatever potion they were trying to brew.

That teams-of-three thing might make it hard for him to test the distortion storm’s liquid as a potion base, but eh. Alchemical principles varied even more than spells did from realm to realm. It wouldn’t hurt to listen to Professor Rinkle’s instructions for a bit before attempting any… experimentation.

They’d have to find a third, though. Cale looked around the classroom thoughtfully. He was pretty sure he didn’t recognize any of the other students here—

“You! You have the most mana. Orguk Fangtruth wants to work with you,” a certain massive orc announced, plonking himself down in front of him and Flia.

Cale blinked. He’d somehow missed the orc’s imposing presence. Where had he even managed to hide?

“…You know what? Sure,” he decided. Intuition did sometimes translate to potion-making. What could go wrong?

 



 

Serof had expected many things upon being brought to the Brightscale Academy. He had been bracing himself to be immediately interrogated, or perhaps placed in some sort of prison that was poorly disguised as a regular room. This was, as far as he knew, standard procedure when dealing with enemy agents, even ones that had supposedly defected.

Instead, Akkau had taken one look at him and immediately sent him off for a shower and to get some food in him.

It made Serof feel a little self-conscious. He’d forgotten how dirty he was. He’d gotten used to it, over time—the Watchful Hive was not a place that was lavish with showers and other such facilities, for the Red Hunters didn’t need anything from their Observers other than the simple ability to observe. The less time spent observing things like food and personal hygiene, the more time they could spend scrying.

…his fluff was in an absolutely disgusting state, now that he had the time to look at it. And he was more emaciated than he thought.

Serof had forgotten how much he missed something as simple as a warm shower.

He took his time with it, too. He was hungry, of course, but he wasn’t that hungry, and a moth’s fluff was their pride and joy. It made him irrationally upset that he hadn’t maintained it, even knowing he’d been under the thrall of the Hive and its Broodmother. He scrubbed thoroughly, used pretty much every soap and oil he could find on the shelves, stepped out of the shower—

—and immediately shrieked to find both Akkau and some sort of archdemon waiting for him. “Gah!” he yelled. “H-how long have you been waiting?”

“An hour and a half,” Akkau said dryly. “I see you have managed to use up most of my limited edition colleciton of soaps.”

“Wh-did you lend me your personal shower?” Serof’s eyes went wide. Had he been unconscionably rude? He still didn’t know what to think about Brightscale being so… nice to him. Wait, why did the Headmaster have a collection of limited edition soaps? “I’m sorry, I didn’t—”

“If I were worried about it, I would have said so.” Akkau was clearly amused. “A majority of those were gifts, and I did not know what to do with them. Truth be told, I am rather glad they are off my shelves; they were taking up quite a bit of space. Now—Alina?”

“He definitely needs to get some actual food in him,” the archdemon said with a nod. “I’ll cook up a nutrition plan so he doesn’t get overwhelmed. I’m sure there’s a few books on mothfolk nutrition in the library.”

Serof stared at her, then at Akkau, and he kept staring for what was probably an inappropriate amount of time before abruptly realizing that he was not, in fact, wearing any clothes.

He shrieked again and fled back into the shower, to Alina’s boisterous laughter.
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Magical Fun Fact: Mothfolk can handle water just fine! They just take longer to dry. Water-repelling wards are difficult to construct, so most of them hang out in a little wind tunnel room after showering or bathing. Dunno why this is where my mind went for fun facts, but here you go!
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Jasper rolled onto his feet, feeling grievously bruised. The whole drop from the heavens was still replaying through his head– the rush of the wind, the earth lurching up from below. He shivered. “Fuck.”

But as he looked up, what he saw wasn’t comforting at all. Enormous trees wrapped with green vines towered up towards the distant sky. Tiny, squirrel-like creatures with moss-green fur scrambled along the branches, and flowers hung like petal-sweet bells from above. It was a dense, deep forest, the way forward crowded with thorny vines and bushes. “Fucker.”

He had absolutely no idea how he was going to find his way to civilization. “Fuckest.”
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King of Fools: Silver Tongue





In a battle of wits, Jasper’s barbed tongue is a double-edged sword. His words can summon a weapon and his insults can kill.

But the most likely victim of Jasper’s mouth is Jasper.

 

It’s hard having a talent for pissing people off - and whenever Jasper opens his mouth ridiculous amounts of trash talk and insults spew out. When his moth-like attraction to arguments amuses a god, he’s given a dread punishment:

A new life where he has no excuses for failing. A life in a world where pride and old grudges are worth more than blood, and a newborn empire shakes the earth with a thousand marching footsteps.

A life where - like it or not - he matters. Because someone has to bring an end to the gods’ war and restore a broken kingdom.

Jasper would be the first to say it: there has to be a better choice for the chosen hero.

 

Updates Monday-through-Friday.

What to expect:

- Dialogue-and-character-centric writing. (This is a story about people).

- Deep worldbuilding. (Hey do you ever read wikis for fun).

- Purposeful combat. (No fighting to pad the wordcount).

- Funny MC in a Serious World. (There’s humor but the world, plot, and characters are not just jokes).

- Weak to Strong MC on a slow Timescale. (At chapter 30 he is not hugely impressive and equivalent to a new adventurer).

- Flawed but Smart MC. (He gets himself in and out of danger with equal skill).















                



59 — Book 2, Chapter 7 — Alchemy 101, Pt 2


                Cale’s relationship with alchemy as a practice was… complicated.

He considered himself decent, he supposed. He’d dabbled with it more than a few times across several lives, in large part because he’d thought that he might be able to use them to circumvent his usual problems with mana. Unfortunately, it turned out that brewing a magic potion often required magic, which left him right back where he started.

If anything, adding too much mana to a potion had even greater risks than adding too much mana to a spell. A spell would simply shatter if it couldn’t handle the mana flowing into it. A potion, on the other hand, would explode.

In the best case scenario.

Cale had, more than once, thought he’d brewed a potion perfectly only to discover that his mana altered the potion’s effect in some unpredictable way, despite the potion itself being visually identical to the one he’d been supposed to make. On the plus side, he was responsible for several new safety protocols being implemented across several alchemical labs throughout the Great Realms!

He’d also been given no less than fifteen lifetime bans from those same alchemical labs, but they were lifetime bans, and thus had most likely expired at this point. As far as Cale was concerned, he was currently banned from zero alchemical labs.

In any case, while more complex potions were generally beyond him, a number of the simplest ones were fortunately stable even when filled with far too much mana. That meant that a basic understanding of alchemy quickly became essential for him to survive across the realms—reincarnation was a lottery, after all, and not all realms were hospitable to humans. Barrier-filtering could only do so much for so long.

An oxygenation potion, on the other hand, only required a liquid base, a drop of human blood, and imbuing the mixture with mana while shaking it vigorously. It was a pretty simple recipe that tended not to vary between realms and had saved his life many times over.

Plus it doubled as an explosive if the situation called for it! As far as Cale was concerned, that was a useful secondary feature for all potions. Granted, he only really knew this because of the fire swamp, which had rather notably not been a fire swamp prior to his arrival.

He didn’t feel too bad about that one. The swamp had been trying to eat him, after all, and the local village had been both awed and grateful for “intervening with the Dark Lord’s blight.” Cale had not particularly been trying to do this, nor had he even encountered that Dark Lord yet in that life, but he hadn’t had the heart to tell them it was an accident.

“Cale, what are you doing?” Flia asked, perplexed. “You’ve been staring at the cauldron for the past three minutes.”

“Trying to remember my potion basics,” Cale said cheerfully. “Some of the fundamentals are constant between realms, but a few of them are always shifting. I’m trying to remember which is which.”

“Or we could just listen to Professor Rinkle,” Flia pointed out. “I’m sure she’ll explain…”

Flia trailed off. The projection spell was currently displaying Professor Rinkle attempting to literally strangle some sort of living root. She sighed.

“Nevermind,” she said. “Continue. Orguk needs an explanation anyway, and I’ve done this class before so I can point out if anything on Utelia is different from what you know.”

“Well, the absolute basics are always the same,” Cale said. “There’s a liquid base, the addition of any number of magical or non-magical ingredients, and then something to catalyze the reaction while you add some mana of the appropriate aspect. Usually that’s heat, but some potions require stirring, shaking, chanting incantations, doing a dance…”

Flia blinked. “There are potions that require dancing?” she asked, as if the suggestion was ridiculous.

Well, clearly the lessons she’d had so far hadn’t been comprehensive. Cale nodded emphatically. “The ways of magic are strange and mysterious,” he said. “Besides, plenty of ritual magics require the same, and alchemy is a form of ritual magic.”

“Huh. Never thought about it like that.” Flia’s brows creased slightly, but she seemed thoughtful. “That makes a strange amount of sense.”

“Orguk likes that,” the orc grunted. “Orguk is a very good dancer, you know.”

Both Cale and Flia turned to look at him. Cale looked delighted by this fact, while Flia remained skeptical.

“Orguk once read that dancing improves mana capacity,” the orc explained. “Turned out book was for children. Explains all the pictures. But Orguk had fun, so Orguk continued practicing.”

“Huh,” Cale said. “That’s somehow both exactly what I expected and not at all like what I expected.”

“Cale,” Flia said, exasperated.

“Anyway!” Cale continued cheerfully. “It’s usually the ritual parts that change most between realms. Incantations tend to be similar in cadence and intent, but they aren’t word-for-word identical, and the specific wording is usually important in potion brewing. Unless it isn’t on Utelia?”

Flia thought for a moment, then shook her head. “It’s the same. Professor Rinkle usually insists we practice the incantations a few times beforehand. She says if you mess up the rhythm, it can corrupt the potion.” She grimaced. “I’ve seen it a couple times. It’s usually not pretty.”

Cale raised an eyebrow. “Corrupt the potion?” he asked, just to make sure he’d heard that right, and when Flia nodded, he frowned. “I’m going to need some clarification on that later. Usually messing up the incantation just nullifies the potion or changes the effect, it doesn’t corrupt it. What exactly does corruption mean, in this context?”

“The potion turns black and tries to eat everything around it,” Flia said.

Cale blinked, then glanced more cautiously at the cauldron they’d been provided. “And that didn’t strike you as like… an ominous sign?”

Flia stared at him blankly. “A sign of what? Why would it be ominous?”

Cale sighed. “I keep forgetting you guys have just been living with this stuff,” he muttered. “This is the moon thing all over again. Nevermind, we’ll get to it later if someone corrupts their potion or something.”

Orguk raised a hand. “Can Orguk do it?”

“No,” Cale and Flia both responded immediately.

Orguk, to his credit, didn’t argue for it. He looked incredibly disappointed, though. Flia had to look away after a moment. “It’s not a good thing, Orguk,” she tried to explain. “It’s dangerous. The last time a student made a corrupted potion, it nearly killed a student.”

“Orguk understands,” the orc said, his tone incredibly forlorn.

Cale decided to change the subject before Flia just let the orc do it out of pity. “You know, I once figured out I was in an illusory realm because of the alchemical principle thing,” he said cheerfully. “It’s pretty useful when you know about it! Someone tried to trick me with this illusion that I died and reincarnated in a new realm, and it was a pretty good illusion, too. Nailed the whole ‘new realm, new rules’ thing, crafted whole new monsters, all sorts of things.”

“Someone… crafted an illusion of an entire false realm?” Flia asked, her voice strangled.

Cale nodded. “But they forgot the fundamentals,” he said with a disappointed sigh. “The incantation for brewing a fireflight potion was identical to the one in the last realm I was in. Great attempt otherwise, but forgetting about potion incantations was amateurish, frankly.”

“…If I had to create an illusion of an entire realm, I cannot imagine giving even a moment of consideration to potion incantations,” Flia deadpanned. “Just for my own sanity, please clarify—when you say someone, are you referring to a regular mage, or yet another divine-level entity of some kind? Because I’ve noticed you tend to speak of both in the exact same way.”

“I do not,” Cale protested. “And I have no idea, it’s been ages—” Flia began to glower at him, and Cale hastily corrected himself. “The second one. Definitely the second one.”

Flia nodded, satisfied. “Also, in case you forgot, Orguk’s right here,” she said, gesturing to the enormous orc. “I don’t know if you intend to keep your reincarnation thing a secret, but he knows now, so.”

“Orguk does not even know what re-in-car-knitting is,” Orguk said. “Orguk also does not care. Unless it has something to do with how the mana man has so much mana. Does it?”

“Okay, first of all, please never call me that again,” Cale said. Somehow, that was also a first. “Second, technically yes, but not in any way that can be copied, so please don’t try to copy it.”

“Then Orguk does not care.” Orguk shrugged, satisfied and apparently proud of himself for this.

Cale gave Flia a thumbs up. He had admittedly forgotten. Not that Orguk was there—the orc was rather hard to ignore, with how much he towered over them—but that he didn’t already know. “The good news is, no one else can hear us!” he said cheerfully. “Because we’re surrounded by thick layers of potion-goop. We’re probably even scry-proof right now.”

Which was true. Some time during their conversation, Professor Rinkle had started the brew, pouring what felt like an entire ocean’s worth of potion base into the cauldron on top of them. The protective ward beneath their workstations each lit up with a yellow glow, creating tiny pockets of breathable, cool air in the cauldron even as the brew started to boil around them.

“Always remember to pre-heat your potion base if the recipe calls for it!” Professor Rinkle announced through her network of wards and charms. She gestured grandly to the cauldron bubbling in front of her. “That is one of the most important steps to many, many potions. Your potion base must be warm and happy, or your potion will not be.”

Flia sighed. “I never know what she’s talking about when she says stuff like that,” she muttered despairingly. “I don’t suppose you do? Because I think that’s only the difference between my potions and hers. Mine always come out a little wrong.”

Cale considered this for a moment. “I mean, you told me she was apparently able to use water from one of your spells as a potion base, right? If that’s true, then I’m kind of inclined to just take her at her word. You’ve already got resonance, so maybe Utelia has brewing principles that require some kind of emotional connection with your potion.”

Flia made a face. “I hope that isn’t true, because if that’s a requirement then I’m never going to do well in this class,” she muttered. The projection spell was showing Professor Rinkle adding an assorted list of ingredients to the cauldron, now, one after another—the eye of an eldroot, lightly seasoned; brightbeetle shell shards, ground to paste; citrus peels, lightly salted…

Cale was about to comment on that last one when the potion around them abruptly flashed with a bright blue glow, illuminating their workstations perfectly. He wondered if that was part of the reason she’d chosen this particular potion for this class. What were they brewing, anyway?

He squinted at the workstation. There was a recipe there, pinned to the top, labeled amplification potion.

That… didn’t explain anything.

“What are we amplifying, exactly?” Cale muttered.

“An excellent potion!” Professor Rinkle’s voice boomed through the wards, making them all jump. “Ahem. I mean—an excellent question, my dear student! This is a potion of my own invention, and I daresay it has the potential to change the fabric of our very society. Once imbibed, this potion temporarily amplifies almost any characteristic or magical trait!”

Cale blinked, then stared at the recipe again. That rang pretty much every single one of his “too good to be true” alarm bells.

“And the downside?” he asked.

They could practically hear Professor Rinkle’s shrug. “As I said, it amplifies almost any characteristic or magical trait,” she said. “Unfortunately, I do not yet have a way for the drinker to select which one.”

“So it amplifies something at random.” Cale’s estimation of this potion dropped dramatically.

“Correct! But that is where you, my dear students, come in.” Professor Rinkle beamed. “You must understand, alchemy is a rather expensive class, and many of our ingredients are difficult to come by. However! Despite its problems, this potion has potential that is highly coveted by the Orstrahl Kingdom—”

Oh, Cale could hear the devious glee in her voice. “—and they have promised to fund any and all research related to it,” she said. “Also, it just so happens that the recipe for this potion involves nearly every modern alchemical technique and is an excellent brew to develop your fundamentals. So! We will be studying this one potion for the entire term.”

There was a short pause, during which a different student presumably asked her a question. “Ah, but what about useful potions, you ask!” Professor Rinkle grinned. “Yes, well, you have your textbooks. I will keep my classroom open for you all, with the following rules: only attempt potions whose fundamentals you have already practiced with the amplification potion. If you wish to experiment, you will clear it with me. Otherwise, the generosity of the Orstrahl Kingdom keeps our ingredients cabinet stocked, so feel free to use them as you wish!

“Now, back to expectations for this class. The amplification potion is an advanced recipe, so I don’t expect anyone to successfully complete it,” Professor Rinkle added. “You will only succeed when you truly understand the potion from within. But do not worry! Mistakes are welcome! Make as many mistakes as you want, as long as I am here to supervise!

“I know I said earlier not to deviate from any alchemical recipe, and I stand by what I said. But for this potion and this potion only, as long as you are within my wards, you may experiment. For it is in great mistakes that the greatest alchemical discoveries have been made. Why, the ancient alchemist Gaflard only derived the principle of magical distillation from accidentally falling asleep while he was brewing his masterpiece…”

Professor Rinkle trailed off as she continued to ramble, now clearly lost in thought, but Cale was snickering.

“Wow,” he said. “I take back everything I said about her. She’s a genius.”

“What are you talking about?” Flia asked, perplexed.

“She’s using Orstrahl to fund her alchemy lessons,” Cale said with a grin. “Look at these ingredients! I don’t know everything native to Utelia, but farblooms are scattered all through the Great Realms, and I’ve never seen their seeds sell for anything less than the price of a small house or its equivalent. And two of these ingredients definitely just neutralize each other.

“But she’s not wrong, either—if she’s at the level I think she’s at, then she’s more likely to get a workable result from a bumbling student than from another alchemical master. You can’t always ‘solve’ a potion. Sometimes they need a step that’s basically never been invented before and requires sheer dumb luck. Or, alternatively, students that have no idea what they’re doing.”

Flia’s mouth opened, then closed again. “How do you even know all this?” she muttered, going back to the ingredients list and giving it a closer look. A second later, she did a double-take. “Ghostfire pollen from the Illwyld, pale petals from the Aersheld cliffs—silver dragon scales?!”

“She definitely knows what she’s doing,” Cale said approvingly. “And to answer your question, I tried out alchemy a couple times. It’s not as fun as actual magic, though. I want spells, not potions.”

Still, class was class, and the distortion storm did what he suspected, then there was a good chance he could use what he learned in this class to brew something that might help Sternkessel. Cale had encountered at least a few alchemists that had attempted exactly this back in Karmia, though they had never succeeded. Something about thresholds?

“Well, we might as well get started,” Cale said. “Let’s—”

Cale paused mid-sentence, his brow furrowing. He glanced at their cauldron, which was now both inexplicably full and bubbling merrily. Then he turned his gaze to Orguk.

“Orguk put in all the ingredients with the most mana,” Orguk said. “Orguk thinks this will make a mana capacity amplification potion. Orguk will drink the potion when it’s done, and Orguk will get lots and lots of mana.”

Cale considered this for a moment.

“Well, it’s not like we’re short on ingredients,” he said after a moment, shrugging. “Let’s just see if we can’t make Orstrahl empty their entire treasury, shall we?”

 



 

What Cale had feared the most about Alchemy 101 was that it might bore him.

All the other classes he’d been to had been fascinating, but even with all his practice, he’d always struggled to really get into alchemy. He saw it as little more than a basic survival tool—even the few times he managed to brew a working potion and imbibe it, something about that just felt different than casting a spell on his own.

Not that he had any problems with alchemy itself as a form of magic, of course. His own lack of affinity with it didn’t mean he saw it as lesser. But what interested him most about Utelia was the Gift and its ability to adapt any kind of spell, and alchemy seemed like a magic that would have virtually no interaction with the Gift.

Cale reflected that he should probably have known better than to worry about this, considering Professor Rinkle’s personality. The ingredients they were using were exactly the sort of bizarre and eclectic collection that fascinated him, and more than half of them required specialty spellwork just to handle them. No wonder she’d said this would take all term.

In the first few minutes alone, Professor Rinkle had them learn [Iron Grip]—a necessity for handling dartaway petals, which did exactly as their name described—and [Divide], which was a simple cutting spell that was practically a requirement for handling some sort of specialty pollen that would explode violently if not split exactly in half. 

Cale was pretty sure he could evolve [Iron Grip] into some sort of kneading spell. For baking, obviously. He would have tried it, too, if Orguk hadn’t taken to the spell with an alarming sort of ferocity. He seemed to take the failure of their first attempted brew quite personally, probably because it exploded in his face within the first couple of seconds.

Professor Rinkle had stepped in before it could do any harm, fortunately, and then she had praised him for attempting to try something new, then warned him not to deviate that much from the instructions. 

Probably fair, really.

Still, he learned a lot about handling Utelian ingredients over the next half-hour or so. He even innovated, in a manner of speaking!

“Cale,” Flia said nervously. “You do realize that’s demon-molt that you’re handling, right?”

“Yes?” Cale glanced down at the cocoon-like object he was currently stirring into the cauldron. It had stopped shrieking a while ago, thankfully. “Why?”

“I’m just making sure you read the part of the ingredients handling list where it specifies that demon-molt kills you if you don’t sing to it,” Flia said tightly.

“Oh, that.” Cale shrugged. “They only kill you if they think you’re weak. I told this one I blew up the eighth realm and it stopped shrieking pretty quickly.”

Flia stared down at the cocoon, which was currently visibly trembling instead of performing the death-shriek it was supposed to. “Ah,” she said after a moment, her voice strained.

You have learned [Shrivel]!

[Shrivel, Level 1] [First Tier, Active] [5 Mana]

Shrink to appear non-threatening.

“Huh,” Cale said. “Didn’t know demon molts could cast spells. I wonder if they’re alive.”

“They are very sophisticated magical constructs, but they are not alive,” Professor Rinkle said, her voice filtering in through the wards to speak to them privately. “I would never use them as an ingredient if they were. But the potion must be happy, not terrified! Perhaps you should sing to it anyway?”

Cale made a face. “No thanks. I’ve tried that before,” he said. “Trust me, that would not make the potion happy.”

He glanced back over the ingredients they’d been provided thoughtfully. There was something else that was interesting about them. Professor Rinkle didn’t actually have a complete inventory of all the ingredients she provided—the Orstrahl Kingdom had mixed in a number of unknown herbs with the shipment, apparently.

The cabinets were all magically linked together and she hadn’t had time to sort them further, so instead she’d warned them not to use anything that wasn’t explicitly labeled, since they had no idea what they were. She would, she warned, be watching.

“You must know your potions from within,” Professor Rinkle had repeated emphatically. “Adding something you don’t know or understand means you do not, and an alchemist cannot control what they don’t understand.”

“Well,” Cale said, eyeing the ingredients thoughtfully. “That’s all well and good, but…”

He did, in fact, recognize several of these. Some were things that could only be obtained from the Abyss, so no wonder Professor Rinkle hadn’t been able to identify them. That said a lot about Orstrahl’s connections.

More importantly, several of these ingredients were supposed to be extinct. Cale remembered more than one campaign sent out across the realms to destroy them all, mostly because they could be used to brew potions that could counteract some of the most dangerous magicks from the Planar War.

If he used these right, there was a chance he’d be able to use them to brew something that would mess with a lot of the Red Hunters’ leverage.

“Professor Rinkle,” Cale said, slowly grinning. “I think I’d like to request your permission to experiment.”
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                    Somewhere in Orstrahl, an accountant is probably having a stroke.

Magical Fun Fact: Popular excuses at magic academies include “my alchemy homework ate my other homework”, which does in fact happen remarkably frequently. Especially where Professor Rinkle is involved and the student happens to talk to her about being overloaded or stressed.

Patreon is 12 chapters ahead again! Also I have a Discord. Come help me build a community!



                



60 — Book 2, Chapter 8 — Alchemy 101, Pt 3


                The good news was that Professor Rinkle was entirely for the plan to experiment with the Orstrahl Kingdom’s mystery ingredients. The bad news was that she was unwilling to allow this until the end of class because, as she put it, “the potions might not like one another.” Strangely enough, Cale was starting to understand what she meant by all of this, and he couldn’t decide if he needed to be worried about that or not.

Ah, well. It wasn’t really a problem. Cale was more than happy to work with the recipe she had given them—the idea of her amplification potion was really quite elegant, and he could see from the recipe alone that a lot of thought and research had been put into it. What was even more impressive was that the recipe itself was heavily obfuscated, likely because she’d had to provide it to Orstrahl in order to secure their funding.

Of the dozens of ingredients listed, Cale was pretty sure only about ten of them were active ingredients. He would need to sit down with it if he really wanted to decipher it, though he wasn’t really interested in doing so for the moment. Too much effort. Besides, he would have to study up on Utelian ingredients to be able to do so reliably, and he had better things to do with his time.

Like explain to Flia and Orguk exactly what some of these ingredients were! Alchemy was a lot more fun when he had an apprentice to work with, Cale decided. Mostly because his experience through the realms meant that he was full of trivia that even Professor Rinkle wasn’t aware of, and he delighted in telling the two students with him exactly where each ingredient came from.

Granted, Flia seemed more uncomfortable about this than Orguk did, but Cale was pretty sure that was because Orguk didn’t have much of a sense of shame to begin with.

“Now, you’d think that ‘salamander eyes’ would be exactly that,” Cale said cheerfully, pulling a faintly glowing red sphere out of the ingredient cabinet and showing it to his classmates. Flia was already wincing as if in anticipation of what he might say, and Orguk was leaning forward eagerly. “But when these were first discovered to be a viable potion ingredient, alchemists weren’t able to distinguish between salamanders and false salamanders yet. Actual salamanders are terrible potion ingredients—too finicky, and also they tend to run away a lot.”

“A lot of potion ingredients tend to run away before you turn them into potion ingredients,” Flia pointed out.

“No, I mean after,” Cale clarified. “Salamander organs have a tendency to run. The magic ones, anyway. It’s unpleasant for everyone involved.”

“Orguk wants to know about false salamanders,” Orguk said. Cale grinned at him.

“Well, false salamanders are fascinating,” he said. “They mimic the magical breeds of salamanders, obviously, because most predators aren’t interested in eating those—salamanders are surprisingly good at absorbing nearly any kind of magic, by the way. False salamanders not so much. They’re actually born from a type of plant. As the flowers bloom, they turn sort of inside-out and create a realistic copy of a magical salamander.”

“And the eyes?” Flia asked wearily.

“They’re the seeds!” Cale said cheerfully. “Or testicles. Depending on how you look at it.”

“There it is.” Flia dragged a hand down her face in exasperation. “Cale, neither of those things are anything alike. You’re just saying things for shock value now.”

“Only a little bit!” Cale protested. “The rest of it is interesting, isn’t it?”

“Orguk is interested,” Orguk supplied.

Cale patted the orc heartily on the back. “See? Orguk likes my trivia!” he said. Flia just rolled her eyes at his antics and went back to the recipe, her brows furrowing a little bit at the next step.

“I don’t think I’ve done this one before,” she said. “Magical… coagulation?”

“Well! I see some of my students are progressing rather quickly, despite their distractions.” Professor Rinkle’s voice filtered cheerfully in through the wards. “Indeed! I will demonstrate shortly, and you, my students, will understand the benefits of understanding your potions from within. Keep your eyes on the potion and your hands inside your safety wards at all times!”

“Ooh,” Cale said. “Learning!”

He, Flia, and Orguk all sat back and watched as the liquid surrounding them began to churn. The projection spell showed Professor Rinkle stirring her cauldron so aggressively her potion splashed out the sides; it was a wonder her ladle hadn’t smacked into any of their wards, come to think of it.

Then she added in the final few ingredients she needed before this step. Massive shadows flitted over the otherwise-bright liquid surrounding them, barely visible through the potion itself.

At least until one particle of an ingredient settled against the ward surrounding them—

“GRAAAH!” Orguk suddenly bellowed. Fire blazed suddenly in his fist. “We are under attack!”

You have learned [Fire Whip]!

Cale slammed a barrier down around Orguk before he could shatter the wards around them. “We are not,” he said sharply. “That is a magnified segment of sekrite ore. Don’t break the wards.”

“But… but…” Orguk gestured at the ore fragment furiously. It was pulsing like it was made of flesh rather than metal, though Cale somehow suspected that wasn’t the part that had disturbed Orguk. No—that probably had more to do with the fact that when they were this small, the millions of tiny holes in the ore were now readily apparent.

That, and it occasionally looked like there were fingers reaching out of those holes.

“It’s perfectly safe,” Cale said, eyeing the ore dubiously. He had to admit, this one was a little creepy, even for him.

“Well?” Flia asked. Cale glanced at her to see that—quite unlike Orguk—she was actually interested in this one. “Got any trivia for us on this one, master?”

“Don’t call me that,” Cale said automatically before turning back to look at the sekrite with a more critical eye.

“I probably wouldn’t have recognized this if it wasn’t basically famous,” Cale admitted after a moment. “Sekrite is usually famed for its mana-leeching properties, but it’s a bit of a double-edged sword. I remember when it was first discovered, dozens of terrified mages were urging their kings to ban it. Lots of claims that the ore was ‘haunted’, plus a bunch of babbling about hands reaching out for their mana.”

Flia raised an eyebrow. “I suppose I can see where they got that,” she said. “You think they used a magnification spell on the ore?”

“Doubt it,” Cale said, shaking his head. “Mages tend to analyze things magically, not physically. What I’m willing to bet is that their mana cores recognized the threat, even when they themselves didn’t. Ended up being plagued by nightmares of the stuff. Funny enough, it’s known and used as magebane in some anti-magic realms because of it.”

“Huh.” Flia seemed impressed by that, at least. “Did that work?”

Cale grimaced. “Not really,” he said. “Problem is that anyone can be born with a mana core, and even people who don’t like magic probably have one. They usually just end up giving themselves nightmares and convincing themselves that it’s a mage causing the nightmares.”

“Orguk is confused,” Orguk said, the conversation drawing his attention away from the piece of sekrite for a moment. “You are saying there are realms that do not like mana?”

“More like the dominant societies in those realms, but yes, pretty much,” Cale said. The topic was normally a somber one for him—those realms were rarely a pleasant experience—but the look of utter confusion and flabbergasted shock on Orguk’s face made him snort instead.

“But why?” Orguk demanded. “Mana is magic! Magic is best!”

“Well, you tell them that, if you ever get the chance,” Cale said with a laugh. “You might have better luck than I did.”

“Orguk will,” Orguk said, as if he’d decided on this at that very moment. “Orguk will make them understand how good magic is. Then Orguk will show them how much mana he has.”

Cale chuckled, exchanging a glance with Flia. She’d gotten what he was implying almost immediately, and her expression had darkened slightly, but even though she was shaking her head at Orguk’s antics, some of the tension in her shoulders had lifted. There was something to be said for having a simplistic approach to things.

Plus, Cale was pretty sure that if anyone from those realms met Orguk they would ignite out of sheer embarrassment within a few minutes. Maybe the orc could change the way they thought. He’d have to remember that, in case he ever found himself in a realm like that again.

“Now watch closely,” Professor Rinkle announced, having finished her preparations. Cale glanced up with interest, watching as the piece of sekrite began to glow, though “glow” wasn’t quite the right word for it. It was more like the sekrite drew on all the mana around it, drawing out the otherwise ever-present blue the potion emanated.

It was… probably best he just pretend not to see the way the fingers in those holes appeared to reach out and grab at the mana. Some things were just not meant to be seen at scale.

But Professor Rinkle was being precise with her mana, he noted. She was attuning her mana and pulsing it into an anchoring fragment of sekrite at precise intervals while stirring the potion, and each time she did, the sekrite would pull at the appropriate mana aspects within the potion. Certain ingredients were each associated with certain mana aspects, and as the sekrite drained those aspects, those ingredients fell inert and began to clump together.

Cale whistled. “Most alchemists do this kind of thing using ten different ingredients,” he said. “Mages don’t like using sekrite, for obvious reasons. This is kind of a genius use of it, though.”

“Orguk feels uncomfortable,” Orguk muttered.

“Do you think there’s anything living inside the sekrite?” Flia asked. “Are we hallucinating those fingers, or is there maybe a type of magical creature living in them?”

Cale blinked and glanced at her. “I… have no idea,” he admitted after a moment. Microscopic magical species did exist, but there was rarely much research on them; mages that specialized in size-changing charms were few and far between to begin with. “Maybe you should ask for a piece from Professor Rinkle so you can check?”

“I think I might do just that,” Flia said thoughtfully.

Another spell caused the newly-clumped ingredients to float slowly out of the potion, along with all fragments of sekrite ore. Cale noted in the projection that Professor Rinkle was careful to separate the sekrite and store it in a jar, presumably to be reused later. That made sense—there was usually just a limited supply of sekrite to begin with, and it wasn’t like it ever really got “used up.”

As soon as those impurities were cleared out of the potion, it began to change. The blue glow around them faded, turning briefly into a crystal-clear solution that allowed them to see the other little dimly-lit pockets of air where other safety wards had been set up and other students were experimenting with their potions.

Above them, a few undissolved ingredients remained, drifting about and casting faint, distorted shadows on their wards. Cale counted among them what appeared to be draughtfire weed, at least three different abstract shapes that were either an ingredient he didn’t recognize or a potion byproduct, and one student desperately swimming for the surface.

He paused, then went back over that in his head again.

“Dammit,” he said with a sigh. “Professor Rinkle, there’s—”

“I know,” she replied over the wards, her voice uncharacteristically strained. Cale raised a brow slightly and eyed the projection spell—it didn’t look like she was straining with anything, but his mana sense was somewhat dulled in this state. His range was relative to him, and as far as it was concerned, he was currently surrounded by an ocean’s worth of potion.

She was unusually still in the projection, though. Cale cursed under his breath, then turned to track the struggling student. They didn’t look like they were at immediate risk of drowning or burning in the potion. The fins indicated that they were some sort of merfolk, so they were at least a good swimmer…

“Cale?” Flia asked, her voice tense. She was watching along with him, and Cale could see she was itching to jump in. The only reason she was holding back was that she didn’t know if she could survive in the raw magic surrounding them. “Are we going to do anything about this?”

He could hear the underlying question. Why aren’t you doing anything?

“Something’s wrong,” Cale said. He eyed the small field of safety wards at the base of the cauldron. “We’re working in teams of three, remember? If one student is swimming for the surface, with personal wards that protect them from the potion—”

“There are two more trapped in a failing ward,” Flia realized, cursing. She spun around, trying to locate the other two by sight alone, but the potion was clouding over again. It was impossible to find anyone else through the murky liquid.

Professor Rinkle’s voice came in through the wards again, now definitely strained. “Students, there is an emergency ejection spell in each of your stations,” she said. “It can be activated by touching the base of the ward and injecting a small quantity of mana into it. It will restore your size and place you back within the classroom. I would like each of you to do that now, please.”

Cale frowned. The few other students he could see were murmuring amongst each other with concern. One by one, someone from each team reached down to activate their ejection spell, causing the safety ward to pop like a bubble as they were promptly ejected.

Flia reached for the base of theirs, but Cale shook his head and stopped her.

“We’re not doing that,” he said, and when Flia gave him an incredulous look, Cale tilted his head to indicate the projection spell. “She hasn’t moved in the last three minutes,” he said. “Projection spells don’t just stop working because the caster isn’t concentrating. That’s spell interference, most likely an illusion layered on top of the actual projection.”

Flia hesitated. “You’re saying someone else is here?”

“Someone who wants us all in the classroom,” Cale said. “Rinkle could have activated that spell herself if she actually wanted to. She would have briefed us on it if she couldn’t.”

“She’s… never said anything about an emergency spell before,” Flia said slowly. “There have been emergencies, but she was always able to pull out the students without disrupting the rest of the class.”

Cale nodded. “I’m going to break the safety ward,” he said. “We’re going to be surrounded by raw magic, so keep your barriers up at all times. Orguk, I’m going to assume you have the mana to maintain it. Flia, I’ll keep one maintained around you, but keep yours up underneath just in case. Can use your water magic to guide us?”

Flia hesitated for a moment, then nodded. “I’m guessing you want to find the other two students?”

“And then get out of here without breaking the size charm, yep,” Cale said. “Ready?”

The other two nodded at him. Flia looked worried, but determined, and Orguk… well, Orguk mostly looked excited. “Orguk knew working with mana man was a good idea,” the orc said, puffing out his chest.

Cale snorted, but let himself grin just a bit. Then, without further ado—and with perhaps a little more flair than strictly needed—he punched the ward around them with a burst of prismatic mana.

You have learned [Wardbreaker Punch]!

Well… he couldn’t complain about that, he supposed.

 



 

It was evident pretty quickly what at least part of the problem was. The moment they left the safety of the ward, the magic around them felt remarkably and distinctly wrong; it took Cale a moment to place it, but when he did, he frowned and glanced at Flia. “Corruption?” he guessed.

The water elemental’s face was pale. She nodded tersely. “Not in the whole potion,” she said. “I can sense it. It’s mixing in from over there.”

A single glance was enough to show them what she was talking about. From within a cracked and failing safety ward, inky tendrils were oozing out into the surrounding potion, tainting it with whatever corrupted magic they contained. It looked rather a lot like a hatching egg, Cale reflected.

Which probably wasn’t a great sign.

The two students they’d been looking for were both unconscious at the base of the ward. Tendrils of their corrupted potion had wrapped around them both, and Cale saw for the first time exactly what Flia meant when she said that corrupted potions attempted to eat everything around them.

Those tendrils were sucking the life out of those students.

One was a crystal elemental, the other an elf; both had plenty of life to spare, technically, which was perhaps the only reason they were still alive. Even immortal beings didn’t have infinite life force, however. Many simply regenerated it faster than they expended it. The corrupted potion tipped that balance, causing the crystal elemental’s body to dim and the elf to age.

Cale cursed. “Take us there, please,” he said. “Quickly.”

You have learned [Create Current]!

The liquid around them accelerated, and all three of them torpedoed their way to the failing barrier and the still-spreading potion. Cale was careful not to think about what it was, because if this was anything like what he suspected, then the worst thing he could do now was to name it.

No. The best thing to do now was to retrieve those students and pull them out of the cauldron.

Then he could act.

 



 

Grand Warden Sidyrnus was already bored with this task.

Why had he been sent here, of all places? Surely there were other places that could use his talents? He was a Grand Warden, for crying out loud. One did not earn the title of Grand Warden without being able to craft wards that even the Great Divines could not pierce. He could have been deployed for literally anything else. To trap a god, perhaps. Sidyrnus had never trapped a god before, but that might at least prove an interesting challenge.

Instead, the Red Hunters had sent him to Kazix Brightscale’s Academy of the Attuned Arts to set a trap for their alchemy professor. Their alchemy professor! What threat did an alchemy professor pose? If they wanted her kidnapped to work on that potion, then they could have hired some simpletons to do it. Why in the world would they need a Grand Warden to capture an alchemy professor?

Bah.

Still, he was a consummate professional, so he set his trap slowly. First, he smuggled in items that were ostensibly potion ingredients but would also function to anchor the bifurcated ward he would need to establish. Despite his disdain, Professor Rinkle was a competent mage, and not someone a Warden like himself could confront in direct battle. Wardens thrived on preparation, not on live spellwork.

And so, as his title demanded, he prepared. He could split Rinkle’s attention by undermining her wards; she wouldn’t notice, absorbed in her potions as she was. Threatening her students was a guaranteed way to get her cooperation. Because her spellwork mostly relied on communicating with her students through her wards, he could hijack that, too.

Now he had Professor Rinkle and every student of this class trapped within a highly specialized, unbreakable ward-prison, fueled not only by his magic and expert wardcraft but also by sacrificing the life force of one immortal and one near-immortal. The corrupted potion would leak through the sabotaged ward soon enough, and eat through all evidence of his actions. The Brightscale Academy would no doubt have to conclude that this was a tragic and terrible accident, and he would get his pay from the Red Hunters, and perhaps relax in a nice spa for a day or two.

A job well done, as far as he was concerned. Now he just needed to wait to confirm that the potion was well and thoroughly corrupted before he left.

He was a professional, after all.
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61 — Book 2, Chapter 9 — Alchemy 101, Pt 4


                Cale, Flia, and Orguk sat on the rim of Professor Rinkle’s cauldron, watching the so-called Grand Warden Sidyrnus as he glared imperiously at them.

Well, at the cauldron. Cale was pretty sure they were too small for Sidyrnus to see them, which was impressive; he hadn’t realized that Rinkle’s spell had shrunk them that much. That was some high-tier magic indeed.

“He has no idea that we’re here, does he?” Flia asked, a little disbelievingly. “Also, I didn’t think people actually… monologued like this.”

“Really?” Cale asked curiously. “You have met me, right?”

Flia paused. “Touché,” she admitted grudgingly. “It’s different when you do it, though.”

“Damn right it is,” Cale said, pleased. “But yeah, you’d be surprised how common it is. Mages aren’t the most well-adjusted bunch. The more power you accumulate, the more it sets you apart from your peers, and it’s pretty easy to let that change you if you aren’t careful. Also doesn’t help that the further you get in a field of magic, the less peers you have.”

“I guess that makes sense, but still.” Flia grunted and gestured to Sidyrnus, who was still monologuing.

“He’s worse than most,” Cale admitted.

On the other hand, they knew a lot about Grand Warden Sidyrnus now that they wouldn’t have otherwise. They knew he was someone the Red Hunters had contracted to capture Professor Rinkle for some reason or another, and that he would be paid handsomely for any additional “samples” he happened to capture in the process.

Cale, Flia, and Orguk had placed the two unconscious students on the nearby desk for the time being, mostly because they didn’t know what confronting Sidyrnus would involve. Best to avoid them getting caught up in some sort of magical battle with no means to defend themselves. They’d braced themselves to face the might of a mage who was capable of infiltrating and capturing one of Brightscale Academy’s professors.

And Sidyrnus’s wards were impressive. There had been a moment of horror as the three of them stared at their classmates, caught in what looked like a divine-class ward that held them in perfect stasis. Professor Rinkle was the only one that wasn’t completely subdued, and even she was tightly bound in layers of restraining wards.

That horror was swiftly undermined by Sidyrnus, who would not stop talking. He went on and on about how his wards were unbreakable and how he was simply too good for such a menial task. He insisted that he was destined for great things, that this was merely a stepping stone to what would surely be a divine future.

“Do you think he realizes that he agreed to kidnap someone?” Cale asked conversationally. “I’m not sure if ‘too good for this’ or ‘destined for great things’ is the right takeaway there. You’d think he’d have a little more self awareness.”

“Orguk not self aware, and Orguk still thinks Sidyrnus full of himself,” Orguk agreed. “Orguk wants to punch him. Can Orguk punch him?”

“I’m pretty sure we need Rinkle to reverse the size charm on us before you can punch him, but I’ll try to put in a good word,” Cale said assuringly. “At least he’s telling us all his plans. How long do you think we should let him talk?”

“As long as he keeps telling us new information, I guess,” Flia said, still a little disbelieving. “I just can’t believe people like this exist. I feel like I should be a lot more worried about what he did and that ward of his, but every time I look at him I’m just thinking about how clueless he is.”

“Orguk will punch him. That will fix his brain,” Orguk said, nodding.

“Not sure that’s how that works, but honestly, you should go for it,” Cale said, patting Orguk on the arm. “Is he still going? I’m good at tuning people out.”

“He’s talking about the sheer amount of mana that would be needed to break his wards, now,” Flia said, snorting and glancing at Cale, who perked up and listened in.

“You could convert the sun itself into pure mana and it would not be enough to scratch this ward,” Grand Warden Sidyrnus bragged. “You will not escape, do you understand? Resistance is pointless.”

“So you have said sixteen different times, now,” Professor Rinkle said. She had been worried for her students before, clearly, anxiously gazing over at her class every few seconds.

That worry had quickly faded into exhaustion as Sidyrnus just… continued. He never ran out of new ways to brag about how incredible his wards were. Rinkle was clearly now distracted, working on a spell to try to free her students, and Cale watched as she bit her lip in frustration as another attempt failed. As insufferable as the Grand Warden himself might have been, his wards seemed to live up to his words.

Well, mostly. Cale was already preparing to get himself involved.

Sidyrnus noticed Rinkle’s attempt to break through his wards, because of course he did. “And still you try,” he said, his tone mocking. “Do you not yet realize the impenetrable nature of my wards? Nothing you do could break them. I am Grand Warden Sidyrnus.”

“And that particular fact you have repeated seven different times,” Rinkle muttered. Then Cale caught a gleam in her eyes, and when she spoke again, she sounded more energetic. “Yet can you truly say that you understand your wards from within? Have you lived and breathed as your wards do? Are your wards truly happy?”

“I… what?” Sidyrnus blinked, looking for the first time like he was genuinely thrown off. “What does that mean? They’re wards. They don’t have feelings.”

“I ask only if you understand your wards the way I understand my potions,” Rinkle said, leaning forward as far as her restraints would allow. “Do you know your wards from within? Have you felt every crevice of them?”

“Are we speaking the same language?” Sidyrnus demanded. He looked around at the other students. “Is she always—no, wait, none of you can answer. Bah! It doesn’t matter. As soon as this potion goes critical, we will leave. What in the world is taking so long?”

“I have lived as my potions do,” Rinkle said, undeterred and lying through her teeth. “My potions love me. They will not be corrupted.”

“Love cannot stop alchemical reactions, nor can alchemical reactions have feelings!” Sidyrnus said, now exasperated.

Still sitting on the rim of the cauldron, Flia shook her head. “I don’t know how to feel about the fact that I’m starting to admire Professor Rinkle’s… whatever that is,” she said with a sigh. “Cale, when are we going to step in? I don’t think Sidyrnus is going to say anything else useful.”

“As soon as I’m done communing with the potion,” Cale said cheerfully.

Flia twitched. “Does that actually mean something, or are you just pulling a Professor Rinkle now?”

Cale grinned. “As a matter of fact, in this one case, it absolutely does.”

 



 

The Exiled Gods were a mysterious bunch, Cale reflected. Named as such because their power had grown too wild to exist within the Great Realms, their influence could still be felt in what was usually only the most minor of ways—small impossibilities in what were otherwise concrete rules of a realm. Occasionally, however, one of them would attempt to reach out actively, and the results…

Well, the results were mixed, but they were rarely good. Nor were they always bad! It was difficult to pin any real rhyme or reason to those gods or their motivations, because they thought in ways that were so fundamentally different to every other entity, realmborn or otherwise. Cale recognized the influence of X’cak’thirak the moment it had manifested, but he had to be careful not to think about what it meant.

Because the problem with X’cakthirak was that the god was an impressionable little shit.

The second there was any defined thought about what his corruption was or what it meant, X’cakthirak latched on to it like it was some sort of lifeline. In an unbelievable way, it was almost lucky that the residents of Utelia were already used to the presence of their Dread Moon and apparently didn’t think twice about the ominous tendrils reaching out of their corrupted potions.

No doubt there had been theories, of course, but as long as none of those theories were within X’cakthirak’s range—or as long as the potions influenced by those theories were wiped out before they came into contact with the general population—it didn’t matter as much. Alchemists tended to isolate themselves, too, so it was surprisingly rare for the god to get a real foothold.

Here, though, he had a real chance, so Cale needed to be careful and commune with the potion properly. He had to give X’cakthirak’s influence a defined purpose that would shape an entirely new rule for the realm of Utelia. Cale stared at the bubbling cauldron of corrupted potion before him and focused intently on a single thought:

Baking tentacles.

In the aftermath and in later conversations, one or two mages would always ask Cale why he hadn’t thought to turn X’cakthirak’s influence into something useful. To have them herald the sort of magic that would grant him even greater power. Cale’s response to those mages would always be the same.

“…You want to turn an Exiled God into a weapon?” he would ask, incredulously. “Do you know what happened the last time someone tried that? No, of course you don’t. Terrible idea. Never, ever try to use a Exiled God like that, or I will come down and smite you myself, thank you very much.”

 



 

Grand Warden Sidyrnus did not bother to consider the possibility that something might go wrong, in large part because the mere idea that it might was absurd to him. His wards were unbreakable, after all. He had once threatened a god with them, and they had capitulated to his demands; as far as he was concerned, that was proof that he was the greatest Warden in all of Utelia. Perhaps even across all the Great Realms.

It was for this reason that he didn’t bother to keep that close an eye on the cauldron. What would be the point? Potion corruption was a known quantity; the moment he’d sabotaged the professor’s alchemy, the outcome was fixed. Inevitable, as it were.

This was also the reason he failed to notice when the color of the corrupted potion began to change.

What he did not fail to notice was a change in Professor Rinkle’s expression. She went from mildly irritated (and really, what an insult it was to be confronted with mild irritation when a mage was caught in one of his traps—he would have to speak to the Red Hunters about additional compensation for this slight later) to expressing something closer to intrigued joy.

“What are you smiling about?” Grand Warden Sidyrnus snapped, already tired of how much of his time was being wasted on this. He could have spent all of this time working on new wards, and yet here he was, babysitting while waiting for a potion to boil over. Was she stalling him somehow? “I hope you aren’t expecting rescue. I’ll have you know that I’ve enacted wards through the entire hallway to keep the attention of even your Headmaster away from this class. No one will be coming to save you.”

He clicked his tongue in exasperation when Rinkle’s expression didn’t change. She didn’t even bother responding to him! He was going to need to start charging a fee for these uncooperative hostages; the next time he accepted a contract like this, he would need to know these details upfront. Sidyrnus turned again to check on the cauldron—

—his brain stalled for a moment.

He’d placed an amplification ward around the cauldron just to ensure that the potion would consume all evidence of what he’d been doing here. It wouldn’t do for the Headmaster to be able to track him, after all. Wardens thrived on preparation, and he was not prepared to fight a dragon.

He could be, given enough time. There was nothing his wards could not hold back. But that simply wasn’t the job, and draconic magic was versatile enough that it would be ludicrously expensive to prepare a trap for Headmaster Akkau. As well-paid as this particular job was, he’d be making almost nothing if he spent his time on that. So he hadn’t.

Regardless, Headmaster Akkau wasn’t the problem here. The problem was that his amplification ward was gone.

Not broken. Gone. He would have sensed if one of his wards had been broken, as ridiculous as the idea was, because all his wards were keyed to his soul; it was a mark of his pride as a Grand Warden. The amplification ward had explicitly not been broken. It had been erased like it was never there to begin with.

Sidyrnus kept staring for longer than he probably should have.

…Maybe he’d just forgotten to cast the ward?

He checked his pockets, just in case. That particular ward required silverleaf seeds to anchor its effect, and if he’d just forgotten, the seeds would still be in his pockets.

They were not.

Sidyrnus frowned. Wards didn’t just disappear like this. What was going on? Perhaps the corrupted potion had consumed it, but he’d specifically keyed the ward to amplify potion corruption! It should have fueled the process, not simply gotten consumed with no apparent effect.

Unless—the thought struck him out of the blue—Professor Rinkle had done something to the potion. She had been smiling earlier, and she’d claimed that her potions wouldn’t be corrupted because they loved her. The very idea was asinine, but perhaps she was more skilled than he’d anticipated.

“Impressive,” Sidyrnus allowed. “But you will find, professor, that I am very rarely unprepared for any eventuality. If you insist on playing games with your potions, I will simply use one of my own. And I just so happen to have prepared a sample.”

He smirked. He hadn’t wanted to use this, because there was a chance the Headmaster would recognize the corrupted potion hadn’t been brewed by Professor Rinkle and because he’d wanted to save it to boast about how his wards could contain corruption. But if the situation called for it, he had no qualms with using what he had.

“Now, as you can see, your attempts to subvert me are futile, although I look forward to studying how you were able to… bypass…”

Sidyrnus trailed off as he pulled out his prepared potion. The wards around it were still gleaming and intact, a shining example of his capabilities.

The potion within it was not the pitch-black of corruption. It was brown.

“What have you done?” Sidyrnus said furiously, throwing the vial on the floor and stumbling backward as he was overwhelmed with the smell of—freshly baked bread? “How have you done this? My wards are impenetrable! Your magic should not have been able to—” 

The prison ward—his ultimate achievement, the spell that should have been able to contain even a god, let alone a single alchemist and her pathetic students—cracked, causing him to stop mid-sentence. Sidyrnus stared in horror as an impossible seam tore open in what should have been an impenetrable shield.

And then the backlash hit.

The most basic lesson in wardworking was to never anchor a ward to something precious. All wards had failure points, and those failure points would backlash into whatever the caster used as an anchor. Sidyrnus had long since abandoned that precept for the simple reason that he considered himself better.

His soul was impossible to target. He’d covered it in layers of wards so that even if the impossible happened, he would be protected. The protections he bore meant that it would take a truly apocalyptic amount of mana for any backlash to actually strike at his soul.

It also meant, he now realized, that if he was ever struck with that amount of mana, he would be forced to watch as it tore through each layer one by one.

Then, as if to add insult to injury, a tiny green figure appeared in front of him, just barely visible… and punched him in the eye.

Sidyrnus thought, as he flew backwards, that he must have accidentally inhaled some of the potion’s fumes and was hallucinating violently. He would recover in a moment, and then deliver his prisoners to the Red Hunters as promised.

That was obviously the only possible explanation for this.

 



 

Mana overload detected! Attempting to compensate…

Adjusting spell construct…

[Wardbreaker Punch] has evolved into [Grand Cascade]!

[Grand Cascade, Level 1] [Twelfth Tier (Unique), Active] [1.0e32 Mana]

Focuses wardbreaker mana directly into your fists, primed to cause a ward cascade. Causes the complete erasure of any ward equivalent to eleventh tier or lower. Attempts to shatter greater wards by surging additional mana into the construct’s focal points. Repeated casts may be necessary for the spell to take full effect in these cases.

In retrospect, Cale thought that perhaps a single punch might have been sufficient. Sidyrnus’s ranting had caused him to start drumming his fingers impatiently on the ward instead.

To be fair, he hadn’t expected someone called a Grand Warden to anchor his ward with his own soul. Not doing that was basic stuff! He had no idea what Sidyrnus was thinking. Even most liches weren’t stupid enough to do that, and they seemed to love anchoring all sorts of things on their souls. Or other people’s souls. Or just souls in general, really.

So he hadn’t expected the backlash to wind back into Sidyrnus with quite that much force, which meant that he hadn’t been prepared to call Orguk off. 

Also he hadn’t entirely wanted to.

Besides, the soul damage was worse than the physical damage. Orguk’s [Mana Detonator] distributed the force of his punch enough that it sent Sidyrnus flying back instead of just exploding his eye, for which Cale was thankful. That would have been too much of a mess, even for him.

“Well now,” Professor Rinkle said. Sidyrnus was lying on the ground and mumbling incoherently, glazed eyes staring up at the ceiling. Something about his wards being unbreakable. “I admit, I’m rather glad that we had you three in our class today! Goodness, what a disaster. Could you be a dear and break the rest of these restraints? I’m afraid my specialty is alchemy, not ward-breaking, and it will take quite some time to brew a potion to counteract these restraints…”

She trailed off and then laughed to herself. “Oh, dear, I’m being rude again,” she said, mostly to herself. Then she leaned down to draw a circle into the ground. “Simply step into these and you will be restored to full size.”

Cale was glad she’d remembered that, because even if he’d tried to respond, he was pretty sure she wouldn’t have been able to hear him. Flia sighed dramatically.

“Finally,” she said. “I can’t believe you had me jet us around with water.”

“It was the only way to get around efficiently!”

“My water is a portal into the Abyss, Cale. If we weren’t tiny I would have ended up pouring half the room into the Abyss.”

“Good thing we were tiny, then, isn’t it?” Cale grinned unrepentantly, and Flia rolled her eyes. “Come on, it was fun, admit it.”

“…it was kind of fun,” Flia said after a moment, allowing herself a small smirk. “Nice to actually get to use my magic the way other water elementals do. I hope I can figure out the Leviathan’s advice today. It’d be nice to do all this properly.”

“If you need help figuring it out, just say the word,” Cale promised.

Flia nodded. “I appreciate it. I’ll work on it myself a while longer, but if I can’t figure it out, I’ll ask.”

With that, the two of them stepped into the ring. Orguk followed a short while later, carrying both unconscious students on his shoulders and looking surprisingly thoughtful.

“Orguk thinks punching Sidyrnus was not satisfying enough,” Orguk said. “Sidyrnus does not know it was Orguk that punched him. Orguk will do it again at full size.”

“Perhaps after we clean up all these wards and report this to the Headmaster?” Professor Rinkle suggested, although the twinkle in her eyes told them she wasn’t exactly opposed to the idea. Orguk thought about this for a moment, then nodded.

“Orguk will agree with that,” he said. Then he turned to Cale. “Mana man! Teach me that ward-punch. Orguk wants to break Sidyrnus’s wards in front of him with punching. Orguk thinks his face will be funny.”

“I’m not sure you have the mana for it…” Cale began, and when Orguk shot him a look that was simultaneously deeply betrayed and offended, he snorted and acquiesced. “Okay, look, I haven’t managed to teach any of my spells before. But you might be able to evolve a lesser version of the spell, and if you do it the right way, I bet you can break a few of his wards even without overwhelming mana. And I happen to know a few things about ward breaking, so I’ll tell you exactly what to target.”

He gestured for Orguk to follow him as he did his rounds. For all that Sidyrnus’s wards were incredibly advanced and reinforced, [Grand Cascade] had the benefit of pointing out exactly where their weakspots were. They were cleverly hidden and would have been impossible to find without sheer brute force, but, well…

Sheer brute force was his speciality.

“Just out of curiosity,” Flia asked. “Is this apparent ward breaking expertise because you happen to like wards, or did you just do a lot of magical crime?”

“You know me better than that, Flia,” Cale said, giving her an exaggerated look of feigned offense. “It was obviously the magical crime. I broke people out of prisons a lot. Also a wizard tower and three varieties of plant-based traps. Now let me focus! I still want to experiment with my potions after this, and we don’t have that much time left in the day.”

Flia sighed. “If only I could have just one normal class,” she muttered.

Orguk gave her a strange look. “Orguk thinks classes more fun this way.”

“I refuse to agree with you on principle,” Flia said, pretending to be affronted. She was grinning, though.

Excellent. Cale’s mind drifted, now that the most pressing concern was over and done with. He needed those new potions figured out, but after that, well… he was looking forward to tonight.

The Red Hunters were going to deal with a whole new version of the Mad Mage.

Though come to think of it, he probably needed to deal with the nascent law of baking he’d unwittingly introduced first…

Eh. It could wait.

            
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from SilverLinings
                        

                    

                    I’ve finally gotten around to reading DCC for the first time. Fun read! I know I should try the audiobook, but I have issues listening to audiobooks… saving that for my second readthrough.

Magical Fun Fact: Exiled Gods are a weird little bunch with indiscernible motivations. They all affect the Great Realms in tiny ways, sort of like getting to choose to define a law of physics. X’cakthirak’s niche is potion corruption, but they all have oddly specific summoning criteria and can permanently influence a world they’re summoned to. Most of them aren’t that harmful or can be banished, or else they would’ve taken over the Great Realms already.

There’s a guy who only gets summoned if socks are invented and enough people lose a specific number of socks. They have to be left socks. Nobody likes him.

Patreon is 12 chapters ahead! It has its own fun facts. Also I have a Discord. Come help me build a community!



                



62 — Book 2, Chapter 10 — Retribution, Pt 1


                Cale sat in the so-called grass of the Inverted Spires, humming quietly to himself.

Sternkessel sat across from him. The Greater Indictment still wasn’t whole, but he was a lot better than he had been after his encounter with the Loomweavers. He hadn’t yet regained his ability to speak, for some reason, but most of the blackened metal had faded and been replaced with something closer to a dull bronze. He was also mostly humanoid again, though still too large for his suit to fit completely on his frame.

Akkau had been with them for a while, though he’d excused himself relatively quickly. Cale thought a part of the Headmaster seemed… uncomfortable, perhaps, or guilty? He wasn’t sure he was reading it right. Sternkessel had radiated a sort of amused understanding about it, though, so Cale let it go and decided to just enjoy a quiet moment with his favorite professor.

Sternkessel was definitely his favorite professor, he decided. Which had nothing to do with the fact that the man was acting a little bit like a very large cat. He was, at this very moment, curled up in the sun with his head in Cale’s lap, rattling in a way reminiscent of a very loud purr.

“You’re a lot less upset about this than I expected,” Cale commented.

Sternkessel’s head tilted in his direction before his shoulders moved in a faint shrug. He gestured in the direction of the Brightscale Academy, then at Cale.

“You’re glad you don’t have to worry about the academy’s problems for the moment, and you trust that I’ll fix this?” Cale guessed, and when Sternkessel inclined his head in a nod, Cale chuckled. “Thanks for the vote of confidence, I guess. You still seem… comfortable, though. Not that I want you to be uncomfortable.”

Sternkessel nodded once more, then proceeded to sign a rather complicated series of gestures that Cale completely failed to interpret in time.

“Okay, first of all, could you sign this whole time?” Cale asked, shooting Sternkessel a look. “Second, I’m a little rusty in… whichever language it is you just used. Could you repeat that?”

The professor seemed amused, then repeated his words, this time signing a little more deliberately. Cale took a moment to piece together what Sternkessel was saying.

Comfort is relative, Sternkessel signed. While I used to prefer my study, this partial form appears to enjoy warm, soft places with plenty of sunlight. My inhibitions also appear to be significantly lower, or I imagine I would be mortified about most of this.

And to answer your question—yes, but signing is rather taxing in this form. These hands are not made for it. He flexed his claws for emphasis.

Cale snorted a little at that remark. “Well, hopefully you won’t be that mortified once we’ve fixed this, or I’m going to need to convince you it’s not a crime to relax,” he said, his tone deliberately light. “Do you not take time for yourself?”

Sternkessel pressed a hand to his chest in response, pretending at offense.

Cale laughed. “That’s not an answer and you know it,” he said, shaking his head. “Guess I’ll put kidnapping you on the agenda at some point. Should be an interesting challenge for my apprentices.”

Sternkessel radiated a feeling of concern. Cale just grinned without further elaboration, then leaned back to stare at the horizon of the Inverted Spires, watching the sun split across the seams of the sky in silent contentment.

“Are you sure you don’t want to head back to the Academy yet?” he asked after a moment. “You seem to be more or less in control now. You don’t have to stay alone out here.”

There was a flicker of hesitation before Sternkessel reluctantly began to sign his response. I am sure, he indicated. While your potion has returned to me most of my faculties, I do not yet have full control over my magic, and there remain certain… lapses, as we have both observed. I will not risk my students, nor our enemies discovering my current state and speed of recovery.

“And the Observers can’t scry into the Inverted Spires now, so this is a pretty safe bet.” Cale sounded resigned, mostly because he couldn’t help but agree.. Akkau had spent quite a lot of time and had borrowed quite a bit of mana making absolutely sure this place was immune to that sort of scrying—it was already difficult to scry into because of the way space within it was distorted, but the new wards made it virtually impossible.

He might have hated the idea of leaving Sternkessel here, but the plan made sense. Before he could dwell on it further, Sternkessel nudged him, as if knowing what he was thinking and wanting to distract him. I imagine I cannot convince you otherwise, regarding your plans for tonight?

Cale made a face. “Are you still worried about that? I mean, I get why, and playing defensive will still work when it comes to our academy. But that rule doesn’t apply to any of the others. The more we mess up the Red Hunters and their plans, the more mistakes they’re going to make to try to compensate—and frankly, I think my apprentices and I need the outlet.”

Sternkessel radiated disapproval tinged with amusement. He raised his hands to sign out a response, but before he could, his hands fell to his side, and he seemed to go… blank. Cale glanced down at him only to realize that the professor’s moment of lucidity appeared to have passed.

He winced. He’d been hoping it would take for longer, this time.

“Lapses” had been underplaying the problem a bit, as much as Cale wanted Sternkessel back in the academy. They were perhaps thirty percent of the way on the road to recovery. It was encouraging, but Cale would have far preferred to deal with the problem in a single step over having to handle all this waiting.

He hated waiting.

Unfortunately, even the best potion he’d been able to conceive in that batch could only partially reverse the effects of Sternkessel’s transformation. It restored some of his form and lucidity, but not completely, and each new dose seemed to have something of a diminishing effect. Even before they were done, it was clear that what they had now wouldn’t be enough.

Still, Professor Rinkle had apparently been inspired by the idea of using the distortion storm as a liquid base for a potion. She listed about a dozen different ideas, three of which made no sense to Cale and one of which he thought might have caused Orguk to experience an existential crisis. The rest seemed promising, though.

More importantly, even when Sternkessel was in full Greater Indictment mode—that is, entirely reverted to being a creature of pure retribution that had fulfilled its sole purpose—he seemed unwilling to move from his otherwise comfortable position in Cale’s lap, so there was clearly something of his professor in there.

Cale very gingerly tried to move. Sternkessel growled at him.

Okay. He was probably stuck here for now.

Hopefully not for too long, though. Cale had plans that night, after all, and he would’ve hated to miss them.

Fortunately, he didn’t.

 



 

The moons had begun to rise by the time Cale, Damien, and Leo made their way to Headmaster Akkau’s office. Flia had chosen to stay behind, though she seemed rather disappointed to have to do so. She had more to figure out with her fragment of the Leviathan’s power, she claimed.

Syphus had mostly just refused to come along because there would be little opportunity for it to fire its new spell cannon, and it had many things it wanted to try. It had promptly sequestered itself away in one of the academy’s dueling arenas, dragging an alarmed-looking elf along with it. Apparently some of the elves still owed it money.

Cale figured the three of them would be more than enough, though. It hadn’t been hard to adjust his plans to account for that, anyway.

Akkau was thankfully already waiting for them by the time they arrived, though he gave them a stern look as they approached. “You’re sure you want to do this?” he asked.

“Not a doubt in my mind,” Cale answered easily. Damien and Leo exchanged glances, then nodded.

“Very well.” Akkau rubbed at the blackened scale on his wrist in what was apparently a nervous tic. “Then I suppose I will allow this… student exchange program with the Haelforge Academy. Though I remain stunned that their professors agreed to this plan of yours.”

“Well, we’re only going to be there for a few hours tonight,” Cale said cheerfully. “You know, after most of their classes are over and most of the students are asleep.”

“Yes,” Akkau said dryly. “Thank you for reminding me how difficult it will be to explain why our schools agreed to an exchange program that occurs via [Mass Shadow Teleport] in the middle of the night for the duration of ‘a few hours,’ as you put it.”

“We might need to go back tomorrow night, too. And the night after that if the plan goes long.”

“I begin to suspect that you are messing with me,” Akkau said, though he seemed more amused than anything else. “How in any of the infernal realms did you convince them to go along with this plan? Haelforge has a reputation for being insistent on handling their own problems; I cannot recall a single time in history that they have ever accepted outside help, even from mages that have impressed them.”

“I told them what I was planning,” Cale said. “You didn’t listen in?”

“You asked me not to.” Akkau frowned at him.

Cale blinked. “You listened to me?” he asked, slightly incredulous. “I don’t think I’ve ever actually obeyed when someone told me not to listen in. Though I’ll admit I’ve regretted it sometimes.”

Akkau gave him a flat look. “That neither surprises me nor answers my question.”

Cale grinned. “Well, I wanted it to be a surprise, and now I’ll actually get to pull it off!” he said. “Look, just scry into Haelforge in about thirty minutes. I’m assuming you can get past their wards. It’ll be fun for you too, I promise.”

Akkau sighed. “I do not know why it continues to surprise me that you can make an ageless immortal being feel their age,” he muttered, mostly to himself. “Very well. But you are still technically my apprentice, so if I am not sufficiently entertained, be prepared to do some extra paperwork.”

Off to the side, Leo tugged on Damien’s arm and leaned down to whisper to him. “Does it ever feel like we’re the only ones taking all this seriously?”

“I think it’s how they cope?” Damien said hesitantly. “I kind of hope I’m like that some day. It seems more fun than being scared all the time.”

Leo opened his mouth to respond, then hesitated.

“…You’re right, and I kind of hate that you’re right,” he grumbled. “I hope Cale’s plan is actually good. I can’t tell if he’s about to prank the Hunters or drown them in a horrifying amount of violence.”

 



 

Professor Delia had been staunchly against Cale interfering with Haelforge’s retribution when the young mage had first suggested it. It didn’t matter that he was some absurdly powerful, apparently ancient battlemage she would dearly have loved to spar with: the fact remained that Haelforge’s problems were their own, and it was a disgrace to allow outsiders to help with their problems.

Then Cale had explained his plan, and Delia—very reluctantly, and at the urging of her students, all of whom Cale had somehow involved—had been forced to change her mind. She could now conclude that Cale’s idea of retribution was both utterly mad and absolutely worth it.

It had taken Haelforge no time at all to identify the Red Hunters in their midst once their presence had been pointed out. Unlike the ones in Brightscale, the Hunters assigned to Haelforge had grown complacent and overconfident. They no longer scanned for changes to the wards, simply because Haelforge never changed those wards. They were a known quantity, and their weaknesses were obvious.

Until they weren’t.

Their lack of interest in wards did not mean they had no mages capable of casting them, and while the Hunters at Brightscale Academy were wreathed in all kinds of forbidden magic to hide from the terrifying variety of scryers there, the Hunters at Haelforge Academy were not.

All it took was a simple modification, and suddenly the Haelforge professors had a list of the Red Hunters stationed at their school, where they were stationed, and which students they had visited in the past week. Delia doubted it was a perfectly comprehensive list, but it was enough to get started.

The plan before Cale had been simple: they would round up every Hunter they knew was involved and destroy them in single-handed combat. Repeatedly. When Delia explained this to Cale, however, he just gave her an incredulous look and then proposed something so radically different she’d assumed at first that he was joking.

He was not.

The idea of subterfuge rankled against Delia’s instincts, but she had to admit, in this one case, it made a lot of sense. Besides, the look on the Red Hunters’ faces would be worth it.

Also they still got to fight, which was important. Maybe this Cale understood the Haelforge way after all. He had destroyed the Firestorm Scale, which would have been a feat worthy enough to put him in the upper ranks of their students if it hadn’t also technically been blasphemy.

She wondered briefly if she could poach Cale for Haelforge. Probably not, but she was kind of tempted to try.

 



 

Dekora—celebrated Red Hunter and newly minted third-cloak archmage currently masquerading as one of Haelforge Academy’s students—did a double-take when she saw Kessi walking around the campus like nothing had happened.

The first thing she did was double-check her link with her Observer, who told her that he’d observed nothing unusual and that everything had proceeded as planned. There were some logistical problems that her handlers would be dealing with on the political end of things, but she didn’t need to know what they were.

It infuriated Dekora. She’d earned her third cloak. What was the point in continuing to keep these secrets from her? She should have been promoted into the Hunters’ inner circle by now, not pottering around pretending to be a student.

And besides that, nothing unusual her ass! Kessi should have been fighting off the worst of the shimmerdust poisoning. What was she doing just walking around? For that matter, the whole of the Illwyld continent should have been talking about the destruction of the Elemental Shrine of Fire and the raging elemental that had resulted—what did her Observer mean, everything had proceeded as planned?

Dekora was going to have to give him a piece of her mind the next time she visited the Watchful Hive. She didn’t care what her handlers said or thought. The whole point of the Observers was that they were there to serve and give them the information they needed. What was their use if they couldn’t answer a simple question about what happened?

Clearly, considering Kessi was just walking around and hadn’t been arrested or killed, she hadn’t managed to corrupt the Firestorm Scale. That was not “according to plan” by any interpretation.

Unless…

Unless the professors were trying to hide what had happened. Dekora snapped her fingers, ignoring the way a few of the students roaming around gave her a puzzled look. They would try to hide it, wouldn’t they? Their favored student accidentally killing off an entire class would destroy their reputations, so of course they would. And it was exactly the type of thing the inner circle of Hunters would want to spin into a story.

Come to think of it, she hadn’t seen any of Kessi’s classmates around, and this explained why. They must all have been dead or horribly injured.

Dekora’s disgust grew. Waiting for a story seemed pointless. And why would the Haelforge professors hide the actions of a wild mage when it led to so much death? Their ridiculous sympathy for them knew no bounds, clearly.

Fine. If the professors wouldn’t expose her and her handlers wanted to wait, she’d simply have to prove herself. She was fully capable of spinning the story without needing assistance, and she certainly didn’t need anyone to do it for her. She would prove she belonged in that inner circle.

“Kessi!” Dekora faked her enthusiasm as she waved at her fellow student. “I was wondering where you’ve been! Are you alright? I haven’t seen anyone from Fire Resonance since you had the class.”

“O-oh.” Kessi flinched slightly, and something within Dekora snarled in vicious satisfaction at the sight. “I’m fine. Class was fine. Everyone’s just… busy, is all.”

“Are they?” Dekora put on a look of false sympathy, then placed an arm around Kessi’s shoulders. “What are they busy with? I was hoping to get Caea to help me with a project.”

“They all managed to rank up their fire resonance several times,” Kessi said, sighing. “I didn’t get any, though.”

What?

“What?” Dekora said. “What do you mean, they ranked up their fire resonance?”

“You wouldn’t believe it, but when I touched the Firestorm Scale, I accidentally summoned Vesuvius,” Kessi whispered nervously. “And he was grateful. He gave us all blessings. Except me, for some reason? He said I wasn’t compatible.”

What? No. Kessi had an inverted summoning aspect; she should have summoned a rampaging monster, not a nice elemental god. Besides, her Observer had said everything went as planned, so she had to be lying.

“Are you sure?” Dekora asked. Kessi gave her a strange look.

“What do you mean, am I sure? I was there,” she said. “You can ask Vesuvius yourself, if you want. He’s visiting. The rest of the class is with him.” Kessi jerked a thumb at a nearby classroom, and Dekora whirled around, hurrying to the class without bothering with a response.

Again, what?

When she threw open the door, she saw what was clearly an inverted aspect summon—a creature made of darkness instead of the merry fire that might have been expected from an elemental god of fire. It stood there in eerie silence, with the rest of Kessi’s class chatting animatedly amongst themselves, like they weren’t standing with a monster.

And it was a monster. She could see it. Every time the flame flickered, she saw the decaying bodies of everyone she’d loved, everyone she’d lost—

“What’s the matter, Dekora?” Kessi asked, having rushed after her. She sounded concerned. “Are you alright?”

Everyone she’d killed.

“What are you doing?” Dekora asked, her voice trembling. “You’re supposed to kill them all. Why aren’t you killing them all? Why are you just—having a lesson?”

“What are you talking about?” Kessi asked, frowning at her. “What do you mean, kill?”

“If you aren’t going to kill them all,” Dekora said, her voice getting a little frantic and high-pitched, “I’ll just do it myself!”

She was a third-cloak archmage. Some of these Haelforge students were powerful, sure, but they were nothing before an archmage. She could use fire magic to slaughter the lot of them, pin the blame on the elemental and salvage all of this…

Some small part of Dekora’s mind screamed at her that something was wrong. Her mana sense was going haywire, buzzing violently to the point where she had to fight her instinct not to flee immediately. She grit her teeth—these were novices. She would be fine.

“I’m going to fix this here and now,” she growled, gathering her mana for a [Nova Blast].

 



 

Ten minutes later, Dekora staggered down a hallway, singed and bleeding. She couldn’t stop panting. One of her horns was chipped, and it was a miracle she’d even managed to find this relatively quiet hallway.

She didn’t understand. The students should have run out of mana ages ago, but they were flinging around high-cost spells like they were nothing. Their barriers seemed impenetrable, and every one of them were cackling in glee, like fighting a third-cloak archmage was some sort of exciting after class activity.

As if that wasn’t enough, she couldn’t even run! She tried. Dekora was no stranger to a strategic retreat, even if running away from novice mages was utterly humiliating. But the school’s hallways seemed to twist into a maze, and the corridors she’d once known like the back of her hand now seemed like it was an endless series of forks and twists and turns.

She’d have to report this, she knew. Shame burned in her gut at the thought. The two Hunters that had taken her in and trained her had been so kind. They’d treated her like she was their daughter, and now she was going to disappoint them. The thought made her snarl and slam a fist against the wall.

No. She wouldn’t. She was still an archmage. There were other spells she could try. She just needed to gather herself and navigate this stupid fucking maze.

Dekora—celebrated Red Hunter, newly minted third-cloak archmage, and the third minotaur to ever be recruited into the ranks of the Red Hunters—staggered her way further down the hall, her anger slowly growing.

She could do this. She could.

            
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from SilverLinings
                        

                    

                    Trying to schedule this while Cloudflare lets me!

Magical Fun Fact: Statistically improbable events happen in magic academies all the time! Some blame this on Larry, a probability mage purportedly lurking in the basements of magic academies and skewing their probable events. Larry, of course, does not exist, but that doesn’t stop the rumors from spreading.

That said, those rumors don’t usually start until Cale’s shown up in the realm. Make of that what you will.

Patreon is 12 chapters ahead! It has its own fun facts. Also I have a Discord. Come help me build a community!
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