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        Fate Alchemist - A Regression Academy LitRPG

    
    
    
    
                When the world ended, Wulf thought he’d finally have peace. That couldn’t be further from the truth. As a hardened demon-slaying warrior, he learned the intricacies of the system, but he had nothing to fight for. War and regret were the only things on his mind—right up to his death.

After making a deal with the System, he wakes up on the grounds of his old academy, forty-one years ago, now with the unique [Fate Alchemist] class. 

In the chaos, he only sees a chance to find a perfect balance between a golem-wielding warrior and an alchemist, to travel the world and form true bonds with a party, and to grow stronger than he ever was. And that means he’ll have to put a halt to the demon invasions once and for all.

But the System has a unique way of throwing a wrench in all his plans, and he might not be the only one with memories of the future…







Expectations:

- 1 chapter a day. Volume 1 is complete

- 50% academy setting, 50% adventure 

- Slow burn, some slice of life elements

- LitRPG, no stats, skill-centric story

- No harem

- MC is a poison-based alchemist who’s great at brawling

- Mix of large scale kaiju battles and human-scale fights

- System assistant kitten (eventually!)

- 99% Single PoV



            

    
        Chapter 1: 41 Years

    
    
    
    
                Wulf had imagined his own death many times. But he never thought he’d choose how he died. He’d lived a lifetime of war and fought in many battles. People like him didn’t get much of a choice.

But as the world basked in its last sunset, he climbed up the side of a mountain, using his splintered war-hammer’s haft as a walking stick. His cloak swayed behind him, and he’d shed his chainmail hauberk in favour of a light tunic. 

It might have been cold up here, immersed in the frigid autumn winds and whipping sleet, but his old Ascendant’s body had long-since evolved past meagre trifles such as shivering. He could bear the cold, so he did. He was remarkably determined when he wanted to be, and right now, he was determined to climb this mountain, despite his failing body.

He wound back and forth along an alpine path, taking deep breaths and sucking in pine-scented air. His joints creaked and his bones ached, and a thousand different wounds from a thousand different battles all tried to catch up with him. 

His knee groaned from an old sparring accident with his now-dead comrades. His shoulder clicked each time he planted down his makeshift walking stick. An injury from his first attempt at riding a giant golem had done that. 

Those were good times, though. There hadn’t been enough of those. Not since the demonic armies had descended from the skies, wreaking havoc wherever they walked.

I’m tired. Just tired.

Wulf was sixty years old, almost on the nose. He’d lived longer than most people of his era. The world of the present was almost unrecognizable compared to the one he’d grown up in, and to make it worse, all his…acquaintances were gone.

These mountains…they’d been Ján’s favourite meditation spot, bless his soul.

The sun blazed crimson on the horizon. It’d swollen to four times its normal size—a byproduct of the demons’ meddling—and sent beams of harsh light coursing down to the surface, such that only the mountains were cool now. Oceans boiled, forests had become deserts, and deserts had become unlivable wastelands. 

And Wulf kept on trudging, stubbornly climbing the mountain despite the tremors in the earth. His last piece of armour, a vambrace made of granite (fitting for a stone-aspect Ascendant like himself), clattered as he walked. Its enchantments sputtered and choked on the last wisps of ambient mana. 

Out of habit, Wulf directed a pulse of his own mana into it. The enchanted parchment, which all Ascendants carried, adjusted itself. Ink automatically diffused through the paper, then condensed and stalled in place, taking on the shapes of letters:


[Critical mana shortage. Arcane collapse imminent.]


I know, Wulf thought, but said nothing. The Field—the living field of energy that governed all magic—was weakening.

He carried on walking. The earth rumbled beneath his feet, and dust shook loose from the mountainside, along with loose snow and fallen pine needles. In the distance, a column of magma erupted from the crust, spewing high into the air. 

The world’s collapse was imminent. Everything he knew was about to disappear.

He hadn’t been the strongest warrior, but despite his low mana attunement and an inability to grasp the more delicate side of magic, he’d stubbornly made a life for himself fighting off demons and other monsters. It wasn’t easy, especially after his injuries started stacking up and he began spending half his kingdom-allocated allowance on pain-killing potions. His fingertips had been stained green from all the potions he’d drank, and he was pretty sure it’d poisoned him over time.

But it was still a life…

Right? There wasn’t anything he was supposed to do differently?

I wasn’t supposed to have regrets. I was supposed to go out with my chin high. 

His breaths grew faster, and the air thinned. The trees became shorter, and there was more snow on the trail. He turned, pushing between a few shrubs, and stepped out onto a rocky outcropping. 

This was where he and his party had met for the first time, only days after their last semester at the academy, following a recruitment poster from a campus job board. He snorted with amusement, remembering Ján’s overblown antics, Lisa’s half-functioning enchanted paper, and Brin accidentally snapping her bowstring in her nervousness. 

With a sigh, he whispered, “I’ll be with you all shortly.”

He walked to the very tip of the ledge and hooked his boots over the rocky edge. Another pillar of magma spewed up from the earth in the distance, tearing through a dry forest and spewing ash and sparks miles into the sky. Molten specks pattered down on the distant inactive corpse of his giant golem—a thirty-storey-tall beast of stone which he’d used to kill a monstrous fiend. 

The demon’s corpse, now a lifeless heap of scarlet skin and chitinous armour, lay unmoving beside his giant golem. 

When he clenched his eyes, he could still remember the shrieks of the villagers it had been chasing. The terrifying way it bellowed, the horrid squelches it made when he smashed its bone armour and struck its tower-sized legs, or harnessed columns of mana-infused stone to smash its chin. 

Not subtle, not pretty, but it did the job. If something didn’t die when he hit it, that just meant he hadn’t hit it hard enough. If something didn’t move when he pushed it, then he hadn’t pushed it hard enough.

He inched forward, moving to the edge of the cliff. Did it make a difference if he died now, or in a few minutes when the world’s core finally imploded? 

But he still hesitated. No regrets?

It felt wrong. That’d be giving up, and Wulf of Carolaign didn’t give up. 

Even a few days ago, when over nine-tenths of the world’s population was dead, he still clung to some faint hope that they’d find a way through this—as if the tremors hadn’t already started, as if the demons hadn’t ripped the moons to shreds, and as if the sun wasn’t expanding before their very eyes. 

But yesterday, the last demons had just left, like they knew the world they’d pillaged and destroyed was truly beyond repair. Probably moving off to some other poor world to destroy it too.

Just do it, he told himself. Come on.

He lifted his foot, and—

“Are you busy?”

He froze mid-step, still somewhat unsure if he was going to plant it ahead of him or behind him. The voice had been young, but it was hard to tell. It sounded like it was coming from the ground behind him.

“Depends who’s asking.” He tilted his head to the side.

I can’t even have a moment of peace at the end of the world. 

He turned around. A small black cat with green eyes and a star-shaped patch of white fur on its chest stood on the path behind him. It plodded in a circle before slapping its tail down and sitting. It stared straight at him. When it spoke, its mouth moved with the same vague pattern as a human’s lips. 

“The Field is asking.” Its eyes flashed a bright lime green, and a wave of invisible power radiated off it.

A Messenger. He’d rarely ever seen the Field send them, and never to him. They came only to the other stronger, luckier Ascendants he’d served with, who had the honour of talking directly with the Field. 

He sighed. “It’s a little late for accolades, don’t you think?” Still, he marched over to the cat, knelt beside it, then scratched it between the ears. The poor creature was probably scared, too.

The Messenger purred and leaned toward him, then said, “I have come to make a deal. There isn’t much time before the world ends—and with it, the Field. My master. That means me as well.” The cat walked a circle around him, rubbing against his legs. “With you being one of the last remaining Ascendants, I want to offer you a deal.”

“A deal?” Wulf scratched the back of his head. He didn’t much like being beholden to others, a trait that had often led to him…not having the most stable financial situation. But taking a stable job had never been his dream.

“With my last authority, I will send you to the past. Forty-one years ago, as is the limit of my power. Your side of the bargain is simple: use what you know, and do what you can to prevent this calamity.”

Wulf was silent. 

The Messenger said, “Tell me this: are you afraid of death?”

It was an easy answer. “No.”

“Then why didn’t you jump?” The cat stopped in front of him and placed its paws on Wulf’s knees. “We have seen you on the brink of death many times, always fighting against it, always resisting the pull. You practically caused this encounter with how stubborn you were.”

“Because there were still things to do. Skills to learn, Marks to earn. Demons to slay.” He crossed his arms. 

Admittedly, he’d spent more time in sparring pits or dark dungeons than anywhere else. He’d learned his class’s Skills, which he used to control golems and create enormous stone obelisks. 

But that meant no time to start a family, no time to explore, no time to taste exotic foods or even see the rippling waves of the ocean.

With a pang of remorse, he patted the red demon-leather pouch at his belt. No time to spread his instructor’s ashes, like he’d promised so many years ago.

“Ah, yes, there is the Wulf of Carolaign we know. Slayer of the First Leviathan, Cleanser of the Third Gate, Watcher of the Broken Moon—and the Pilot of Fiendhammer. But your great deeds, though numerous, were not your true calling. That is why you never spoke to a Messenger. You’re holding yourself back. Stop doing that.”

“What do you mean?”

“The Field rewards those who strive for their deepest desires. We recognized your efforts, but you weren’t aiming for what you truly wanted. A warrior like you may be powerful in some ways, but he always lacks in others.”

Wulf sighed, then ran a hand down the cat’s back, basking in the softness of its fur.

“What would you do if you had a second chance?” the cat asked. 

“I’d spend my time more wisely. With my knowledge, I’d do the very best I could to stop the end of the world. And I’d have the adventure of a lifetime while doing it.” He chuckled, then patted the pouch on his belt. “I’d keep my promises. I’d enjoy my time at the Academy. I’d see wondrous sights, explore the Great Plains, meet the dragons of the Litterlands, and cross the Rift Sea, and…”

Another burst of magma erupted from the earth behind Wulf, making the ledge shudder. Boulders tumbled down the mountain’s slopes, and the heat of the explosion warmed his back.

“I see,” said the cat. “When you return, you will not have the same Class or Skills. You will only have this one chance, and you may fail. You may never see another Messenger again. But remember: follow your heart, strive, and you will become more powerful than any other Ascendant. No more holding back. Do we have a deal?”

Wulf responded immediately. “Yeah. It’s a deal.”

“Then this is farewell.”

Wulf opened his mouth, about to ask another question, but he couldn’t find the right words to voice it. 

It didn’t matter. The earth shattered behind him, and a plume of lava burst out. In an instant, it vapourized the ledge, and he couldn’t even process that he had died.


~ ~ ~


“Harrel knocked him out?”

“Did you hit him that hard?”

“That can’t be it!”

“I thought he’d last a little longer!”

Wulf awoke on his back, staring up at the timber rafters of a high roof. Chandeliers swayed above him, their candles flickering, and everything smelled of sweat, perfumed fabric, and torch smoke. 

A training gym.

His body quivered, trying to come to terms with the fact that it was, in fact, still alive—not incinerated in a plume of lava. One by one, his fingers regained feeling, and he blinked rapidly. For a few seconds, he didn’t move. He just tried to take in his surroundings. 

He was inside a suit of armour. Something covered his head, restricting his vision to a thin slice, and his arms felt sluggish. 

The armour wasn’t metal. It was stone. He was inside a golem. He was piloting one, as most who wielded a stone aspect did. They climbed inside the seven-foot-tall golems and controlled them, almost like a living suit of armour.

The seven-foot golems were the little ones, though. Good practice.

Wulf gasped, then sat up, and the golem obliged. Stone panels peeled away, and mana-suspended gravel chainmail shifted aside, letting him bolt straight upright. 

Wulf jumped to his feet, blinking and rubbing his head, trying to stave off the disorientation and confusion. The Messenger said he’d get sent back in time, but didn’t warn him that it would feel like an archfiend had punched him in the face, or that someone had scrambled his mind like an egg. 

His mind was still slow, and at first, most of his memories resisted, trying to stay in the back of his mind. He could only recall the immediate conversation with the Messenger.

Once more, he looked down at his wrist, where now, a simple leather bracer clung to his forearm—and, pinned to its top, a sheet of enchanted parchment. Ink took the rigid shape of letters:


[Class altered.]

[Will of the Field detected. Adjusting Marks.]

[Mark received: Memories of the End. Mark will be consumed in one minute.]


Without warning, his mind ran at double speed. Memories of his past life flooded in, all the way up to the very end—to his conversation with the Messenger, and his abrupt death. There even came a twinge of pain that he hadn’t felt before. 

Your promise. Remember your promise. 

He patted himself down. He wore a simple sweat-stained tunic and trousers. An Academy uniform. Only one item had come back with him: the leather pouch containing his master’s ashes, which now hung from his belt. 

Wait. My fingers. 

They were smooth. Only one or two scars, and no hardened calluses, but their tips were still stained green. Potions…

He patted down his body. His bulky muscles had faded, replaced with the lean body of a nineteen-year-old Academy attendee. His hair was still long, still in a ponytail, but it was a deep brown, and as usual, his chin was clean-shaven. 

He’d just gotten forty-one years younger.

“It worked…” he breathed. 

“You definitely hit him too hard, Harrel,” someone said. 

Harrel. Wulf knew that name. He dove through his memories, trying to explain why, but drew a blank. He blinked again, then flicked his head side-to-side, trying to take in his surroundings. 

The Istalis Academy gymnasium was a massive hall fit for a king. Its roof was taller than a ship’s mainmast and it was large enough to fit an army of a thousand men. Today, only a crowd of about twenty or so other students gathered around. Boys in their formal white collared tunics, girls in skirts and tights. They formed a circle in the center of the gym. 

The other students surrounded him and another boy. Only problem was that the other boy was still inside his golem, still in a fighting stance. It was like staring up at the statue of a knight. Grey stone armour, and a helmet with a fake stone plume. Behind the helmet’s eye slit, two piercing blue eyes stared out. 

Harrel. Harrel, Harrel, Harrel…

“Are you done yet, dog?” a muffled voice sneered from inside the helmet. “Lowborn don’t deserve to share the Academy with us. Keep to yourself, and with any luck, you’ll have dropped out by next semester. But if you make me, I’ll rough you up again.”

Wulf pressed his eyes shut as hard as he could, and finally, it came to him. That voice, that cadence of speaking. “Ah. Kareon Harrel…” 

A lord presumptive. Wulf vaguely remembered the man from his youth. They’d gotten into a few fights, hadn’t they? Well, the memories were blurring together a little. He’d fought so many people. 

But Harrel probably deserved it. 

“I’m not done yet…” Wulf groaned, pushing himself up to his feet. This had been a formal challenge between two golem pilots, hadn’t it? Or, conducted in a formal manner. That meant between rounds of sparring, the contenders were entitled to a break. 

But, since he didn’t see any professors or staff overseers, this fight was probably off the books. It was up to Harrel…

“Fine, take your five minutes,” Harrel sneered. He turned away, his golem moving smoothly along with his steps, like it was attached directly to his limbs. When he stepped, the thatched mats on the floor shuddered, and the crowd swayed. Everyone stared at Harrel. 

Wulf rubbed his chin and groaned. His chin stung, and his body ached, but not because of old wounds. He’d just been in a fight. 

He concentrated on Harrel, and though his memories of the day were vague, he was pretty sure he’d lost this fight in his past life.

But things were different now. 

He staggered away from his inactive golem, huffing for breath, not in the least because his body still thought he’d climbed a mountain and been incinerated in an explosion of magma. He bent down over a water canteen he’d left near the edge of the room and took a long swig of water, downing nearly half of it in one gulp. 

Then, finally, he lifted his left arm, holding his bracer up in front of his face and examining it. 

The sheet of enchanted parchment fluttered, but he tightened the clasps and pinned it down flat, then guided a wisp of mana into it. He filled it with enough intent to bring up his main status sheet. For nineteen-year-old Ascendants, a difficult task, but not for Wulf. He’d spent years figuring out how to work the Field. Viewing his status was a habit he’d gotten into, a feeling he’d gotten used to, and though this body didn’t have nearly as much mana as he once did, it was more than enough. 

The inky letters rearranged into his main status sheet:


Name: Wulf 

Class: Fate Alchemist (Unique)

Rank: Low-Wood

Skills: 

[By Your Will] All potions made by your hand have a random side effect regardless of the ingredients, but the side effect’s strength will be one tier higher than your rank would normally produce. Likelihood of producing a harmful potion scales with the quality of the ingredients.


Marks:

[Unquenchable Drive] You have demonstrated great stubbornness in a past life. Your resistance to poisons has greatly increased.

[Alchemist’s Presence] You have consumed many potions in a past life, and they have left an impression on your soul. Consuming a potion temporarily creates a mana-aura that fuels all magical objects. Aura strength scales with potion tier. 


Wulf blinked. The Messenger had said he wouldn’t have the same Class or Skills, but…this was a crafting class. An alchemist, no matter how unique, was just an alchemist. 

Not a warrior. Not a combat class of any sort, with no ability to manipulate stone or use spell Skills. They’d kick him out of the Academy if they found out. He wasn’t even an artificer, so they couldn’t even enroll him in the constructs department.

He cursed under his breath, then tongued his molars. But to say he saw no potential in this class at all would be a lie. Being able to use any ingredients to make a potion would be invaluable, but he’d definitely need to find a way to control what sort of potion he made at some point. He couldn’t just go—

You’re getting ahead of yourself. 

To say he wasn’t intrigued would be a lie, and…with a Class that didn’t require him to fight and kill to gain mana, he might be closer to his desires than he thought. Not that he wouldn’t fight, but he didn’t need to. It left more time for a proper adventure. For spending time with his friends, for living.

But he had to get through this encounter, and he couldn’t get himself expelled from the Academy just yet. 

That meant he needed to figure out how to use that golem, or his stint here was going to be much shorter than in his last life. Preferably, he’d use alchemy to do it.

            

    
        Chapter 2: Golem Alchemy

    
    
    
    
                Wulf held up his water canteen. If every potion he made would have a random effect…he could use that to his advantage in the short term. It didn’t matter what he put in. He’d at least get something out of it.

Though it would need some tweaking in the future, he could figure the rest out as it came. 

He glanced back at the golem. If he made something that the Field registered as a potion, then consuming it would create an aura that fuelled magic objects nearby. A golem wasn’t necessarily a magic object, but its core was. 

Where a stone-aspect Ascendant—a Pilot—would direct their mana into the golem’s core to control it, Wulf could do the same with his aura. It wouldn’t be pretty, but he could make the golem move. And if he could make it move, he could beat Harrel. 

He patted himself down, searching for any sort of herbs or alchemical ingredients. He’d never been interested in how alchemy worked in his past life, and this branch of the Academy didn’t offer any alchemy courses. It was too rare of a Class.

 But as he’d gotten older, he’d gotten used to drinking potions. At points, he’d taken to buying powders from the odd wandering alchemist, which he could mix with water, and they made excellent painkillers. 

That meant he could mix an ingredient with a base of water. The Field just had to recognize it as a potion.

Problem was, he only had the ashes of his old master from his past life, and he wasn’t going to drink that. 

But his academy-issued haversack lay across the gym, leaning against the wall. He scrambled over to it, well aware of the countless gazes following him. He had five minutes, so he couldn’t exactly run across campus, but if he remembered correctly…

He ripped open the front pouch of his leather haversack, revealing a row of four glass canisters with metal caps, each about the size of a sword’s hilt. They each held dried herbs and spices. 

His mother had said, I heard the food at the academy is so bland! On the last day before he departed for the academy, she’d been fussing. She’d been certain to pack his bag with herbs from their garden, against his will. 

Judging by the lime-green and slightly yellow colour of the trees outside the window, this was only a few weeks from then. Classes had only just started, and he was back in his first year—and first semester. 

Wulf pulled out the herb containers and held them up. Sage, thyme, lavender, and dill. He considered just dumping them all into his water canteen, but that wouldn’t do. It’d just be tea. Really awful, lukewarm tea. Anyone could make tea 

No, he needed to infuse it with a little mana. 

He unscrewed the caps of his jars, then tapped a little dill, sage, and thyme into his water canteen. Not too much—those were savoury flavours back home. Then, finally, he added a much higher concentration of lavender. 

Nothing happened. 

It was just leaf-infused water. 

To infuse it with mana would’ve been hard for anyone at nineteen years old, and Wulf’s past self would’ve never mustered the fine mana control needed for another decade. 

But mana control was knowledge, and he hadn’t unlearned the progress he’d made in his last life. He knew how to infuse stone with his mana, turn it into an extension of his will, or how to pump mana into his war-hammer to empower his strikes. 

Just this time…don’t push as much mana. 

Fuelling magic items was a difficult process that required years of refinement, especially if you wanted the mana back, but simply giving your mana to an object was more natural. 

He shut his eyes and drew air in through his nose, then exhaled, and with the breath, pushed mana out into the canteen. His hand warmed up, and the signature tingle of the Field activating thrummed against his skin. 

When he opened his eyes, the letters on his bracer had shifted into a new message: 


Poisonous Potion (Low-Wood Quality)

Poisons the consumer with weak nausea for ten minutes. 


[By crafting a potion, you have increased your mana. Advancement progress: 10%]


Wulf snorted. No one would notice that it was actually magic, not at the level of the other students. They all wore leather bracers, too, each with a slip of enchanted paper to help them interface with the Field, but without putting their hand on his canteen, they wouldn’t detect a thing. Him being an alchemist by Class wouldn’t even be in the fronts of their minds.

Besides…the potion wasn’t very strong. There was only one tier of item weaker than Low-Wood, and the Field registered it simply as “Scrap.” He doubted he’d be able to make a potion that weak, not with his main ability, but it was possible for other items. His ingredients had definitely been Scrap quality. 

Now he simply had a poison potion. Which he could resist with his Mark. Hopefully. 

There was no time to doubt, and he’d never been one for second thoughts. 

He brought the potion up to his lips and took a long swig of the herb-infused water. It trickled down his throat with a tingle, then sloshed into his stomach. Nowhere near as strong as the High-Iron tier potions he’d been taking in his past life, and it didn’t send lances of power streaking out through his body, but it was there, swirling around his stomach. 

He tried not to taste it. His tongue had other ideas. Turns out, not all four of those herbs were compatible flavour-wise. He wanted to retch, but he held it in. 

For a second, he shut his eyes, searching inside, looking for any sign of deeper nausea. 

Nothing. 

Then, a slightly cool aura erupted around him, stretching for a few feet with a slight tingle. It was searching for magical objects. 

“Five minutes are over, dog!” Harrel called. “You ready to go again, or are you giving up?”

Chances were, they’d already fought two rounds. If Wulf couldn’t beat Harrel this time, then he’d lose the challenge anyway. Hell, if Wulf didn’t knock the guy out cold, it’d count as a loss.

With a groan, Wulf tucked his herbs back into his haversack and sealed up his canteen, then marched back to his golem. 

Just fuel the core a few times, and hit him hard. That’s all.

Wulf approached his downed golem. It lay flat on its back in the center of the ring of students, still waiting for a Pilot. 

“Ah, he can still move,” Harrel sneered. “Well, let’s finish this off. Farm-sons from Carolaign don’t deserve to pilot golems, much less Oroniths.”

Wulf said nothing. He slid into the golem, slotting his legs into the waiting suit of deepstone armour. It was a special stone found deep beneath the surface, which had spent millennia basking in the Field and being altered by it. It responded easily to Ascendants with a Pilot Class. 

But now, without his mana, the golem was unwilling to move, even at the joints. Where previously, stones would shift, his mana operating them, they now resisted. He had to ram his legs in. 

The aura around him made the stones shudder, sure, and it loosened them slightly, but he didn’t have a Pilot Class or Skills anymore. In his last life, after unlocking his Class—Pilot—his first Skill had allowed him to control a weak golem for a short period of time. Harrel probably had the same. 

Wulf laid flat in the golem’s back and rammed his arms in. He wrapped his fingers around bars at the end of the arms, then tucked his head up into the helmet. 

The golem’s core was right behind him, at the back of his neck. Eventually, Pilots would implant a dream-link, which would allow them to better communicate with golems and conduct their Skills, but he didn’t have that right now. Maybe he could accomplish something along those lines with alchemy—after all, alchemy wasn’t just potion-making, but also transmuting metals and creating permanent structures with natural and arcane elements.

But, he reminded himself, problems for the future. Stop getting ahead of yourself.

Right now, he had to make this golem work. He could sense a perfectly round, marble-sized stone. Behind his neck. Between his shoulders. It vibrated in the aura of power he was putting out, and he envisioned it in his mind. 

Etched runes covered its surface, the stone itself was a magical item. It was an artificially implanted core that made golems docile and usable by humans. 

At nineteen, a Pilot wouldn’t have been able to manipulate the core directly. They’d have just relied on Skills to flood the golem’s form with mana.

But thankfully, Wulf had four decades’ experience working with golems—both small and large. 

He concentrated on the lower half of the marble sphere, then pushed up with his mana, fuelling the core how he wanted. The golem closed up. Gravel shifted to guard his chest, and panels of stone armour sealed overtop. His helmet closed. 

Then he willed the golem to stand up. Nothing happened. 

He couldn’t just will it. He had to direct the aura. He had to focus on different parts of the golem’s core, and…

A rune line lit up along the side of the core. The golem heaved itself up. Stone clacked against stone, and panels groaned, but it moved. 

His aura dimmed and shuddered. He’d only get about three more movements out of the golem before the aura sputtered out completely. 

Before Wulf could even adjust, Harrel sprinted at him, sealed inside his golem, arm pulled back to punch. Fast, angry, visually impressive.

Wulf blinked. The punch was sloppy. He could tell by Harrel’s stance, by the way his body was turned, by the way he stepped. 

Wulf ordered his golem to angle its shoulder to the side, directing a different rune-line on the golem’s core, and it worked. Harrel’s fist glanced off, and the man stumbled. 

Two movements left. 

Planting his feet, Wulf ordered the golem to face Harrel as he stumbled, then he directed the rest of his aura into the last rune-line. A line of bright blue mana flashed out the back of the golem’s neck. Wulf’s golem punched Harrel in the back of the head.

Harrel’s helmet shattered, and the man collapsed in a heap. The rest of Harrel’s golem held together, and the boy still breathed—the back of his golem shifted with every inhale and exhale—but he wasn’t getting up any time soon. 

Wulf’s golem, now out of power, froze standing up. The chest opened halfway before stalling. It was just enough that Wulf could squeeze out.

The entire crowd was silent, save for a few murmurs. Finally, one girl whispered, “Where did that come from?”

Wulf shook out his arms, then glanced back at the golem. It had no markings, no decoration. Chances were, it was school property. He brushed a scuff off one of the chest plates. 

“Thank the Field,” he muttered, out of habit more than anything. But a burst of relief and satisfaction followed, and he smiled.

But before he could go retrieve his bags and orient himself, a boom sounded at the end of the gym hall. The doors flew open, and a troop of two older men and two older women marched in. They wore the brown gambesons of faculty staff, and wore metal vambraces on their right arms—each with a sheet of enchanted parchment clipped to them.

The crowd murmured, and someone whispered, “Headmaster.”

One older man marched forward faster than the others. He had long, gray-brown hair and glasses, and a green cloak fluttered behind him. “Everyone, disperse. Everyone except you, Mr. Hrothen.”

Wulf gulped. That was his family name. 

He winced, then looked the headmaster in the eyes. “Yes?”

“To my office. Now.”

            

    
        Chapter 3: Dr. Langold

    
    
    
    
                Wulf followed the headmaster across the campus.

They walked along a pathway, crossing a field of vibrant, green grass. The other three faculty members—professors whose names he didn’t remember—trailed behind him, hands on their vambraces. 

Judging by their equipment, they were Ascendants, but they weren’t golem pilots. That didn’t make them any less important. While golems and stone-aspect Ascendants were the most common, and always fought on the front lines, they relied on mage classes to deal proper damage to demons. 

Or…foes, in general. The demons would be arriving soon, but they hadn’t arrived yet. 

The staff members all proudly displayed a badge pinned to the breasts of their gambesons: a circle of iron the size of a coin. One line down the center for Low-Iron, two lines for Middle-Iron, and three lines for High-Iron. All of them were Middle-Irons (the most common tier for Ascendants to achieve), except the headmaster, who wore a silver badge with one line at its bottom. Low-Silver. 

As they walked, Wulf inhaled. The sun was directly overhead, the sky was clear and blue, and two misty moons hovered on the horizon. Most importantly, the air was clean and clear. Clearer than he’d ever tasted it for years. No smoke, no dust, no brimstone-soaked demon-breath. His heartbeat slowed, and his attention drifted away from the faculty members. 

The Istalis Academy was a sprawling expanse of land in the middle of the Istalis Confederacy. Hills of grass rolled up and down, hosting scattered stone buildings, and flagstone pathways ran between them. Students from all over Istalis milled about on the walkways, all in uniform, and all wearing leather bracers with their Academy-issued enchanted parchment (which would be a hefty cost to replace if lost—about the same as an entire textbook). 

Everyone at the Istalis Academy was an Ascendant, but there were only four major departments: Rangers, Mages, Artificers, and Pilots. Pilots were always stone- or earth-aspect. 

Except, apparently, Wulf. 

They passed between two buildings made of polished limestone, each with ornate facades, gargoyles, stained-glass windows, and steep shingled roofs. Students leapt out of the headmaster’s way and dipped their heads. They all wore badges, but most were either wood, coal, or copper—the three lowest tiers.

Beyond Copper tier was Bronze, then Iron, then Silver—and it went much higher, all the way up to Orichalcum tier, but he didn’t suspect he’d see anyone higher than Silver for a long time.

Finally, when they reached the top of a hill on nearly the opposite side of the campus, Wulf had to stop.

Not because he was tired, but because he was seeing the main Academy complex for the first time in decades. 

A rocky butte protruded up out from a plain of fescue grass, and atop it was a sprawling city of beige sandstone and limestone. Halls clung to the side of the butte, with buttresses supporting them, and spires reached high up into the sky. Along the backside of the butte, facing toward the distant, snow-capped mountains, was a semicircle of stone with twenty enormous statues in front of it. 

Each statue had to be at least thirty storeys tall, and every one was unique, though they all had a vaguely humanoid shape. Their weapons, constructed out by Artificers, glimmered in the sunlight.

They were the Academy’s giant golems. Oroniths. 

“One would think this is the first time you’ve seen an Oronith, Mr. Hrothen,” the headmaster grumbled. “Don’t delay. The Harrel family has been putting pressure on me for the past two weeks, ever since they learned that a farmer’s son would be sharing a class with their children.”

They descended the hill for a few more minutes, before arriving at a causeway. It crossed over their fields and deposited them at the main center of the academy. They marched past lecture theatres and enormous, scattered halls that felt like they’d been cobbled together over hundreds of years. Which they probably had. 

When they finally reached the hall at the top of the butte, the headmaster thrust the two-storey tall doors open with a grunt. Still, those doors were much larger and thicker than a normal human would’ve been capable of moving.

Irons would’ve had strengthening Skills and Marks, though. He’d seen plenty of them in his previous life. Wulf only put on a surprised expression because the others would get suspicious if he didn’t. 

They marched up through the high-ceilinged hallways, passing other faculty members, then wound up a spiral staircase until they arrived at the top of a spire—and at an office that overlooked the Oronith docks. 

The Headmaster motioned to the other faculty members. They all dipped their heads, then backed away, and dispersed down the hallway. 

“Shut the door, please,” said the Headmaster as he sat down at the desk in the center of the room. 

Wulf kicked the door shut nonchalantly, then walked over to the desk. He leaned forward and placed his hands on the varnished wood. “Sir, I’ll be honest, I don’t really remember how it started, but I know he deserved it.”

The Headmaster snorted, then motioned to one of the seats facing the front of the desk. Wulf nodded. He lowered himself down into the upholstery, expecting his joints to ache and muscles to creak, but they didn’t. 

Ascendants could slow their aging, but that only came during the Gold tier, and Wulf had never made it that far. In his past life, he’d been a Low-Silver, same as the headmaster.

Wulf scanned the desk. Stacks of paper, inkwells and quills, and a block of metal that read, Dr. Langold. 

That was the headmaster’s name. Right. 

Wulf scratched the back of his head, and though he shouldn’t have been nervous, a glimmer of fear snuck in. 

“Mr. Hrothen,” said Langold, “I’m inclined to believe you. And I will admit, for a first year student to control a golem within his first weeks at the academy is impressive. But likewise, the Harrel branch of the Fletchers Guild has been a pain in my backside for every single one of their children who has attended the academy, and I’m sure their youngest will be no different—and they aren’t even the main branch. However, they are one of the Academy’s main donors, and if they catch wind of me favouring a farmboy from Carolaign over their son, they will pull their funds. No matter how justified you might have been.”

Wulf sighed. 

“They might even drag the Istalis Academy through the mud with smear campaigns and the like,” Langold continued. “I would lose my position.”

“But—”

“Not to mention, you did steal school property. That golem wasn’t yours.”

Wulf didn’t exactly remember the details of that, but he was pretty sure he’d borrowed it from the gym storage. They shouldn’t have left a golem unattended. 

“But, sir,” Wulf said, “you’re the headmaster. You don’t have any sway over affairs here? They can just replace you with a complaint?”

“This is the Istalis branch of the Academy,” Langold said. “And I am only a Low-Silver. The central branch could pull strings and have me removed.”

Damn. 

Wulf hadn’t exactly been keen on the ways of academia in his past life, and admittedly, he hadn’t learned much about the system as a whole. But he supposed the academy would try to stay out of greater trouble as best they could. 

“I am curious, though, Mr. Hrothen,” Langold said. “How did a farmboy from Carolaign afford tuition in the first place?”

That, Wulf remembered clearly. 

“On my eighteenth birthday, I awakened my Class,” Wulf said. “Pilot. Turns out, I was an Ascendant. My entire village pooled their earnings to send me here, sir.” He shuddered at the thought of what they had given up. They were expecting him to do great things. 

“We’ve only had one other student from Carolaign,” Langold said. 

Istalis was a confederation of many smaller nations, including Carolaign, and though Wulf didn’t really understand the politics of it all, there was only one Oronith Academy in the entire confederation. That meant only twenty Oroniths for their entire generation. 

“I’m honoured to be the second,” Wulf said. 

“I don’t expect you to make it far, sadly. It’s rare, and even moreso now.” Langold shook his head. “Most of these guild kids have been favoured from birth. Some of them entered the Academy as Middle-Woods, and have two or three Marks.”

The headmaster plucked a sheet of parchment off the top of the pile, then set it down and pushed it across the table, narrowly avoiding a candle. “We have your entrance scan results here.”

Wulf craned his head, then leaned closer to the page. Back when he was nineteen the first time, he’d only just learned to read a few months before attending the Academy. This time, he had years of practice. But he had to maintain the appearance of a struggle. 


Name: Wulf 

Class: Pilot

Rank: Low-Wood

Skills: (1)

Marks: (0)


Wulf raised his eyebrows. That would’ve been his old status, and thank the Field they weren’t testing his status sheet again, or he’d be in trouble. Unique Classes, while sometimes powerful, could also be useless. Unique didn’t mean good. Aside from the fact that the academy had no proper alchemy department, they’d probably avoid the risk a Unique Class posed for them. 

“I see,” Wulf said. “So I’m behind. I can fix that.”

“I trust you’ll give it your best shot,” said Langold. “But there are twenty Oroniths, each with a crew of four operators: one Pilot, one Mage, one Ranger, and one Artificer. Only eighty students in this decade will move on to pilot Oroniths, and some have already been spoken for. The rest will be left to pick up the pieces. After all, we need the best pilots to defend Istalis from exterior threats.”

That wasn’t necessarily true. Last life, Wulf hadn’t graduated at the top of his year. But later in life, he took control of an Oronith called Fiendhammer. A battlefield promotion, sure, but he’d piloted the giant golem up to its very end. 

He nodded anyway, though his expression probably darkened. 

“Now, for the matter of your punishment: your ration credits will be docked by two chits for the next week. Mild, and you’ll only lose out on sweets if you spend your chits right, but it’s a warning shot.” Langold tapped the sheet of paper. “Stay away from the Harrels, and don’t anger any guild kids. Much less the main branch of the Fletcher Guild.”

Wulf nodded. But the way things were going, he doubted he’d stay out of trouble for long. 

“From one Carolaignian to another,” Langold said, “good luck, and Field favour you.”

“You’re the other?” Wulf asked. 

“If you need, use me as proof: the Field ensures a man can have anything as long as he strives for it, but it will be more difficult for you than most. You are dismissed.”

“I understand.” Wulf stood up, then walked back to the door. 

If he was going to do this, he’d need potions. But he was ready to give it a shot.

            

    
        Chapter 4: Equipment Gathering 

    
    
    
    
                The library was an enormous hall near the edge of the Academy’s territory. It was over ten storeys tall, with an entrance like a courthouse and a sandstone hall that stretched off toward the border marker—a ring of poplar trees that ran all the way around the academy’s edge, which radiated an ancient power that Wulf couldn’t identify. He probably wouldn’t have even sensed it in his last life. 

The library’s doors were wide open, and thank the Field, because they were five times his height, and he wouldn’t have pushed them open on his own. Maybe with a golem to help, but even that was debatable. 

A pair of non-Ascendant guards in heavy plate armour and chainmail hauberks stood on the inside of the doors, watching him suspiciously. They held spears and shields marked with the green, eight-pointed star of Istalis, and short swords hung at their hips. 

“Decently guarded,” he muttered. But then again, looking past the vestibule, there were hundreds of shelves on the first level alone. All the manuscripts in here were probably worth the yearly output of a small nation. 

As soon as he tried to walk into the library’s main hall, the guards crossed their spears in front of him. “Where’s your rank-badge, son?”

Wulf gulped, then looked down. He didn’t have one. In the chaos of his resurrection, he hadn’t even noticed.

“I, uh, left it in the dorms,” he said. “Sorry. I’m a Low-Wood, if that makes a difference.” He held up his bracer and showed them the slip of parchment. “Does this help?”

The guards sighed, then pulled their spears back. “Bring it next time, alright?” the other guard said. 

“Thank you!” Wulf took off into the library before the guards could change their minds. 

He didn’t need anything complex. Though there wasn’t an alchemy department, there had to be some sort of text on alchemy here. 

The library had an enormous atrium down its center, running from the bottom floor all the way up to the skylight above. The different floors all had different subjects, and there were plenty of tables and chairs scattered about (most occupied, of course, by other students). 

The first floor contained mostly introductory manuscripts, which was all he needed. He walked at a brisk pace, boots clacking on the marble floors, and stared at the labels on the shelves. Golem Studies, Golem Engineering and Modification for Artificers, Field-Based Magic Basics, The Oronith Crew, and Theory for Rangers. 

The farther down the hall he walked, the more frustrated he grew, until finally he reached an entire segment of miscellaneous books. For nearly a half-hour, he walked up and down it, running his finger along the spines, until he reached a small, beaten-up manuscript with a faded cover and tattered pages. The cover read: Introduction to Potion Alchemy. 

Perfect. 

He hunted down a librarian—an old woman in a white robe, with long gray hair and pointed ears. She wore a steel vambrace with a piece of enchanted parchment on it, whose ink had shifted to display an inventory of books. He asked, “Excuse me, miss, may I borrow this book?”

The librarian squinted and pushed her glasses higher up on her nose, then leaned closer and said, “That old rag? You may, but all books have a two week deadline, and I’ll expect even this one back by then.” She tapped her vambrace. “I will know, and I’ll need your name.”

“Wulf,” he said. 

She stared at him blankly. “Full name.”

Oh. Whoops. He hadn’t exactly frequented libraries in his old life. 

“Wulf Hrothen of Carolaign, ma’am.”

“Thank you.”

At that, a few heads perked up from a table nearby. Someone whispered, “It’s him.”

Oh no. Wulf turned and took a step toward the library doors, about to leave, when the students at the table hopped up. They were first years, judging by their rank—Low-Woods, all of them. 

He didn’t recognize any of them, though. 

“You’re the guy who beat Lord Harrel, aren’t you?” a boy asked, clutching onto his textbook and an ink quill. 

“Uh, yeah.” Wulf turned and was about to walk away, but he stopped himself. His promise hadn’t been to sit in his room and make potions—that’d hardly be any different than the life he lived before. He swivelled back to face the students. “Yeah, it was me.”

“Can you tell us about Carolaign?” a girl with long black hair asked. “We’ve never been there. Is it full of warlords? Do you guys dress in furs? I heard you lived in tents and are complete nomads. Is it true?”

Wulf chuckled. “No, no.” With a sigh, he said, “Admittedly, the villages are small, but we’re farmers, and there are permanent settlements. And we produce a third of the confederacy’s grain. But yeah, it can, uh, get a little rough with the bandits sometimes, and…”

“Oh, don’t pester him, Lianna,” another girl said. “I’m sure he’s been through a lot there, a lot more than us.”

Well, that was true. But not necessarily about Carolaign. His childhood had been mostly peaceful.

He shrugged. “I’m sure everyone has their troubles.” He gave a slight smile, then said, “Nice to meet you, though. I—”

“There he is!” someone shouted from down the hall. 

Three boys marched down the hall toward him. The librarian turned toward them and raised a hand to shush them, but stopped at the last moment and pulled back. 

These boys were dressed like the others—white tunic, brown pants, shiny black boots—but they also had a second pin beneath their Low-Wood badges. A circle with an arrow through its center.

“Fletchers,” Wulf muttered. No wonder the librarian didn’t want to be on their bad side, if what the headmaster said was true. 

“He’s the guy,” one of the Fletchers said. He had short blond hair and pointed ears, and green, plant-like markings ran along his high cheekbones. An elf. As it turned out, them being immortal was a complete myth, but they made excellent Rangers. 

“Hey, hey.” Wulf held up his hands and backed away. None of them had golems, but he didn’t know if they were Mages or not, and he didn’t need to get in another fight, not when the headmaster had let him off lightly. 

Besides, he was starting to get a headache, and he needed some time to just relax and process the events of the past few days. “I’ve got no issues with you guys, alright? Unless you want there to be issues.”

The three of them stopped right in front of Wulf, staring at him. He was slightly taller than them, and his shoulders were slightly wider than theirs. But everyone was watching, and the Fletcher kids had to know that, too. 

A different Fletcher with dark skin and wolf ears atop his head said, “Watch your back. You don’t mess with Harrel and get off without a scratch. He’s friends with Umoch.”

“Well, then rest assured, because the headmaster docked me two ration credits a day.” Wulf kept his expression completely blank. “Who’s Umoch?”

The group of Ascendants at the table gaped at Wulf in disbelief, and the Fletchers looked like they were about to explode. Wulf let a grin slip onto his face, but truly, he had no idea who Umoch was.

“The son of Sir Umoch, head of the Central Fletcher’s Guild,” said the elven boy. “He’ll hear about this. And he knows about you.”

“...Right.” Wulf shrugged, then turned away. “I’ll keep it in mind.”

Without another word, he walked down the hall, heading straight toward the library’s entrance. Sure enough, the Fletchers didn’t have the guts to follow. 


~ ~ ~


As Wulf was walking across campus, he began reading the potion alchemy textbook. It began with an epigraph:


[Alchemists] are rare, and powerful [Alchemists] are even rarer. But with the help of my writings, the keen student will craft enough liquid strength to topple mountains, transmute scrap into gold, and alter the fabric of the universe to seat himself at the very top. 

— The Great Alchemist Panne


The book then went into a lengthy description of some potential alchemy applications. There weren’t very many that humans used in the modern day, save for potion making, but that was simply because human alchemists weren’t very common, and powerful human alchemists were a once-in-a-millenia occurrence. 

But elven alchemists, while middling in strength, were excellent crafters. Instead of smithing, they used alchemy to transmute certain wooden materials into weapons (which the textbook promised to get into later). Glass-smithing, it seemed, was also within the purview of alchemy. 

Smithing. Not glassblowing. No, the textbook didn’t elaborate. 

But Wulf wasn’t interested in all the crazy applications, yet. He had to start small—with potions.

He didn’t get far into the textbook before it recommended a distillation setup—pretty much every potion he tried to make would need it. If he distilled an ingredient down to a higher concentration, it would invariably raise the quality of the ingredient. Depending on the alchemist’s skill, they could raise an ingredient’s quality by an entire Tier. 

So he needed equipment.

On his way back to the dormitories, he stopped by the Artificers’ labs. As he understood, it was a relatively new building, constructed in a modern style—blocky white stone, with lots of windows, and a roof that overhung the pathways and carriage loop at its front. A few wagons waited in front of its main doors, offloading lab supplies for Artificers to practice with. 

Wulf walked in the front entrance like he belonged, radiating as much confidence as he could. On the inside, the building was bland and brutalist. There was an atrium for students to gather (which they did), and labs with glass walls all along the edge. It might have been early in the semester, but labs had begun. Some of the rooms were already in use. 

Artificers in white coats and heavy helmets screwed together metal constructs, some carved runes, and in the high-level labs, practiced repairing life-size Oronith components. One room contained an entire stone finger, and a team of artificers worked to repair the rune lines at its joints. 

Wulf picked an empty lab room in the corner, then pushed open the frosted glass door. Since he didn’t have a rank badge, he’d simply tell anyone that he was a teaching assistant if he got caught. 

The lab room had two main rows of tables with stools behind them. Drawers lined the walls. He picked a drawer, opened it, and hunted through. Artificers wouldn’t need to work with many liquids, but sometimes, paints and solvents were important for their constructs. 

At the back of the drawer, he found two glass flasks, and he plucked them out. Then, from a different drawer, he retrieved a simple metal holder for them, and a small burn-box—a metal and mesh container designed to hold a fire without spreading sparks everywhere. Useful for Artificers’ work, but also for his work. Thankfully, this one still had Middle-Wood Tier phoenix dust in the bottom. When he lit it, it’d burn for hours.

Phoenix dust was somewhat rare, but since Istalis had begun farming them, it was significantly less expensive. It wouldn’t be a huge loss for the Academy.

With his equipment in-hand, he needed to make just one more stop before he could return to the dorms. 


~ ~ ~


Wulf hid his stolen flasks, frame, and burn-box behind his textbook as he trekked across the campus. When he reached the mess hall, a large but nondescript building at the very center of the academy, with hundreds of chimneys on its roof and round windows on every wall, he stepped off the walkway and circled around its back. 

Behind the kitchen, where the cooks dumped their leftover cooking water (including some low-purity mana water, for the occasions that they fed the third and fourth years mana-infused food), was a patch of weeds. 

They shouldn’t have been anything special, but they’d been growing beside the chimney for years, getting watered with low-strength mana-water. 

He bent down and plucked a set of dandelions. Their heads were going to seed, but he needed the stalks and the leaves. 

When he gripped them tight and concentrated on them, the ink in his enchanted paper shifted, and displayed a new message:


Dandelions (Low-Wood Quality)

A plant grown with no love, scorned by all who see it. No effect.


But at least the Field recognized it. Anything could become magical if given enough mana, but that was the trick. Rarely did a plant harvest enough mana in its life to become powerful.

Tucking the stalks and leaves into his pocket, Wulf set off toward the dorms. He had everything he needed to get started. 

            

    
        Chapter 5: My Dormitory is an Alchemy Lab

    
    
    
    
                The Academy’s dormitory complex was on the western side of the campus. It was a sprawling building with tens of different wings each added in different centuries. All had the same general style: sandstone facades, simple lattice windows that glowed orange in the fading light of the day, and steep roofs. 

Wulf walked down the hallways, hoping that just being here would jog his memories and he’d remember exactly where his old dorm was. 

He did a complete circle of the third floor (which he knew was the right floor) before returning to the stairs without anything to show for his progress. It was either the room in the northern corner, or the one in the southern corner…

And the longer he stayed, the more chances someone was going to notice he’d stolen artificer equipment from the labs—especially when he stopped by the communal amphoras (filled with river water) to top up his flasks. 

But thankfully, a familiar face climbed up the stairway and stopped at the third floor. Ján, bless him, was now twenty years younger than when Wulf had last seen him. He hid behind a stack of Mage-studies textbooks, leaving only his swept-back blonde hair and sharp chin visible. He was a human, too. 

“What’s wrong, roommate?” Ján exclaimed jokingly. When he spoke, he had a slight accent, revealing his heritage from East Istalis. But he was entirely fluent in Common-Speak. “Can’t a man have his books?” 

Wulf exhaled slowly, unsure how to respond. 

“Nah, but seriously man, you look like you’ve seen a ghost.” Ján darted up the last set of stairs, then almost skipped past Wulf with how light his steps were. 

“I’m—I’m fine,” Wulf said. “I just forgot my key.”

“Well, your saviour is here!” Ján balanced his stack of books in one hand and reached into his pocket. He retrieved a key. Like all dorm keys, it was a simple steel rod with bars down its length.

Wulf followed Ján down the hallway until they reached the room in the northern corner. Ján unlocked it, then pushed it open. 

Northern corner, dammit. Was right the first time.

Their dorm was a simple rectangle with a bed and a desk on each side. Ján’s side had a couple woodblock prints hanging from the walls (a relatively cheap way to decorate a room, though being the son of minor Kollish nobility, Ján wasn’t lacking in funds). 

Wulf set his equipment down on his desk and lit a candle. He hadn’t decorated his walls at all, except to hang his schedule above the desk. His rank badge had been pinned to the bottom of the schedule, and truly, he had forgotten his room key. It hung from a nail above the schedule.

Wulf pulled out a stiff wooden chair and sat down at the desk. Being a Pilot, he had to have an understanding in a broad range of studies, as he’d be the one giving his Oronith crew orders. Though he already knew about the other main Classes, this time at the Academy, he could focus on the lecture material, instead of trying to play catch-up with his poor reading ability. 

Five classes per semester. This first semester was all introductory classes: Introduction to Golem Piloting, Introduction to Mage Studies, Introduction to Artificing, Introduction to Scouting and Spotting—that was a lecture about Rangers—and Basics of Field-based Advancement.

“Well, I’m gonna head to the common room,” Ján proclaimed. He set his stack of books down with a thunk. “Feel free to join us. When, you’re done with…whatever you’re doing over there.”

“Yeah, thanks,” Wulf said, old dismissive habits taking over. In his past life, it’d taken weeks for Ján to convince Wulf to come along to the common room. He shook his head—that wasn’t going to happen again. “Actually, I’ll be there in a bit. Just have a little work to do. It was nice seeing you again.”

“Again? We woke up in the same room this morning, good sir.” Ján narrowed his eyes. “Was that a joke?”

“No. Why would I joke about something like that?”

“Ah, so you’re just tired,” Ján said as he walked to the door, pushed it open, then marched out backward. “Well, then, the offer still stands.” He pulled the door shut behind himself.

It was time to get to work. 

Wulf laid out his [Dandelions] on the table, then set up his two flasks. He placed them in the stand, resting them in holders meant specifically for flasks, then placed the [Dandelion] leaves in one flask. First, he mashed them to a pulp with the tip of a quill that he’d left out on the table a few days before.

Then, with his candles, he lit the burn-box and placed it beneath the flask. The phoenix dust smouldered and emitted heat, but didn’t deplete noticeably.

For a few seconds, nothing happened, but slowly, heat transferred to the flask, and the water began steaming. The chunks of leaf began clinging to the bottom of the pot, so he dipped his quill back in and began stirring. A little ink got in the flask, but hopefully that wouldn't cause problems. 

According to his textbook, alchemy wasn't as simple as just mixing ingredients together. It might work for weaker potions, but not for all. Aside from obtaining the ingredients and brewing them, there was an extra element of attention that had to go into them. The Field recognized effort above all, and haphazardly mixing ingredients wouldn't ever have as magical of results as dedication. 

Even if he couldn't control the potion’s effect yet, he could control the tier and the strength, and begin building up a stockpile. Problem was, he had no practice with potions. 

His experimentation with alchemy in his past life amounted to mixing pre-packaged powders that already had mana infusions and which the Field had already recognized. Now, he had to make it recognize his efforts.

With slow, precise movements, he stirred the flask. The liquid shifted, slowly taking on a pale green from the leaves. Steam rose up the top of the flask and filtered out, and the leaves darkened. The heat of the water and the constant stirring made them crumble apart.

Wulf watched intently. The liquid’s colour changed, and the patterns of bubbles were…unnatural. He couldn’t explain it, but it didn’t make any sense with the rules of the world that his mind had gotten used to. He flipped through his alchemy textbook, thumbing over the pages as he stirred, until he arrived at the last page of the first chapter. 

Note: when distilling arcane ingredients, if boiled correctly, the Field will begin recognizing the ingredients, and you will notice shifting patterns of bubbles that may seem unnatural, or areas of high and low concentration where there should be none. Stir through those areas and concentrate your efforts. In other words, allow the Field to guide your efforts. 

Finally, at the end of the first chapter, it provided a list of basic potions and their ingredients, and their purpose. A potion made with dandelions—either arcane [Dandelions] or regular weeds (and then infused with mana)—would provide a subtle night vision effect. He couldn’t expect that, but it was still nice to know. 

Wulf continued stirring, carefully moving his quill through the patches of bubbles, or stirring up the slightly darker wisps of liquid that hadn’t properly diffused through the vial yet. 

He’d need to get a proper stir-stick, too. But he added that to the list of objects to acquire in the future. The quill worked well enough for now.

After about ten minutes, the mixture had thickened slightly, and the air around it seemed to vibrate with yearning. The potion was ready. 

Like he had in the gym, he could try to infuse it with his own mana. But if he spent all his mana creating potions, he’d never increase his tier. The Field allocated mana to Ascendants for completing tasks related to their Class, and when they accumulated enough mana, they could advance their tier.

But there was the catch: while completing tasks, they often used mana. Mages received enormous bursts of mana for defeating enemies and monsters, but they had to consume some to unleash spell Skills. It slowed their advancement.

And since advancing your tier was the easiest way to gain and upgrade Skills, Wulf needed to advance quickly—he wouldn’t settle for random potions, and if he wanted to convince everyone he was a Pilot, he’d need to be able to fuel a golem for longer.

Wulf, however, wouldn’t gain nearly as much mana from making potions as a Mage or Pilot would from defeating enemies, and if he was constantly spending mana to complete his potions, he would never advance. 

He leaned back in his chair for a few seconds, thinking, relaxing, and stirring his potion gently. Then, finally, he muttered, “The mana-aura didn’t use my mana.”

If it had, he wouldn’t have been able to move the golem even once, with how little mana he’d possessed. 

 He rummaged through his bag and recovered his canteen with the nausea potion in it. He took another long swig of it, finishing off the last dregs of nauseating liquid. His Mark allowed him to resist the arcane effect, but the flavour still made him want to retch. 

But it worked. An aura expanded away from him, fuelling magic objects, and simply putting mana in the air. With his faint control of it, he willed it into the potion, begging the Field to allow his aura in and infuse the potion with magic. 

For a few seconds, it resisted, like trying to push a magnet’s poles together, but he burst through, and the entire aura flooded into the potion. The glass rang, and the flask quivered. Steam still floated out the top, but now, the liquid itself glowed. 

As Wulf watched, the potion changed colours. He hadn’t seen what his nausea potion looked like in his opaque canteen, but in a glass container, he could clearly see the green fade, and the liquid took on a brown-orange colour, almost like whisky. 

 He reached out and pressed his hand against it, calling on the Field to sense it. His enchanted parchment shifted, and new words scrawled across it:


Mothwing Potion (Middle-Wood Quality)

Enhances the user’s speed for thirty seconds. Potion is an irritant to eyes and throat when contacted in high quantities. 


[By crafting a potion, you have increased your mana. Advancement progress: 15%]


Wulf sighed. He supposed a potion could have multiple effects, and if a negative effect got tagged onto a positive effect, it wouldn’t do him much good. 

Although, a slightly corrosive potion could be an especially effective weapon. Sure, speed would be nice, but he had options. 

Gingerly, he removed the flask from its holder, then poured the potion into his canteen. His fingers stung on the hot glass. They didn’t have as thick of calluses as he was used to, but he pushed through. He set the flask back on the rack, then leaned back in his chair. 

He had two more flasks, and he had time and ingredients.

There was no reason not to make two more potions before he called it a night.

            

    
        Chapter 6: Corrosive Commons

    
    
    
    
                Wulf spent the next half hour distilling the rest of the [Dandelion] leaves with the same technique as before.

Though the leaves were a low quality, he could in theory increase the strength of the ingredient before infusing it with mana, thus resulting in a higher tier potion. That is, so long as he stirred properly. Swirled the stir-stick (or quill) at the right time, brought it up to the surface at the right time or cleaved through a swath of darker, thicker liquid fast enough. 

After a few hours, he finished distilling the pseudo-tincture. That was what the textbook called it, because it wouldn’t be a proper tincture until he found some sort of solvent to dissolve his ingredients in. He tested it with the Field: 


Distilled Dandelion Juice (Middle-Wood Quality)

An ingredient made to be consumed in potion-crafting. No effect.


But still, he’d raised the quality of the ingredient one tier. Normally, it’d make Middle-Wood tier potion when he completed it, but with his Skill, it’d have to give him a potion a tier higher. 

So he tried infusing it with mana. To trigger the aura, he took a single swig of his Mothwing potion, hoping that it wasn’t enough to irritate his throat (but if it was…well, he’d dealt with worse discomforts in his time). 

With a single swig of a potion, the aura was weaker. He pushed it into the new potion still, and the flask let off a chime, but not as loud, nor did it shake as violently or glow as brightly. The colour shifted to a pale blue, though. 

He assessed the potion’s quality:


Sleep Potion (Low-Wood Quality)

Makes the user mildly sleepy for two minutes. 


[By crafting a potion, you have increased your mana. Advancement progress: 20%]


Only Low-Wood. Wulf scrunched his eyebrows. 

But then that meant the mana he infused it with also counted as an ingredient. He didn’t drink much of his Mothwing potion, so his aura wasn’t strong. It was essentially a Scrap-tier ingredient. 

Then that meant his ability also only worked off the lowest tier ingredient. 

But at least now, he didn’t have a potion that risked melting his throat. From his small sip of the Mothwing potion, there was only a slight tingle now, and when he coughed a few times, it disappeared. 

Still, probably not a good idea to go drinking corrosive liquids in the future. He’d have to keep some sacrificial potions—like the sleep potion—around that he could use to power his aura. 

With his last flask, he set to creating one more potion. He added the [Dandelion] stems and boiled them down, repeating the same process as before, but creating a slightly gray liquid. It thickened a little more than his last potion had, and his stirring had already gotten more precise and smooth. Still a Middle-Wood tier “juice” though. 

He took a long sip of his sleep potion. It was bitter, but there was a faint sweetness. It elicited a little drowsiness, but it was a weak potion. However, that was enough to make an invisible aura erupt around him, and he pushed that into his last flask. 

The potion ran to completion, now filled with mana, and the glass let off a signature chime before calming. The liquid within turned a faint shade of magenta, and Wulf assessed it. 


Strength Potion (High-Wood Quality)

Enhances the user’s strength for thirty seconds. Poisons the user with greenvein. 


[By crafting a potion, you have increased your mana. Advancement progress: 25%]


Wulf grinned. The best potion he’d made so far. He removed it from the rack and put a stopper in it, then blew out the burn-box and placed the entire apparatus on the floor. To keep it away from prying eyes, he tossed his spare uniform over it, making it look like the average mess that a boy his age would leave behind. No one would think twice about it at a glance. 

For a few minutes, he sat still, staring up at the ceiling, barely thinking. The drowsiness of the sleep potion was taking effect, but it wasn’t enough to quell the excitement of the day. Less than eight hours ago, the world had been ending, and he was preparing to go with it. 

Now, he had a chance to fix that. He wasn’t sure if it’d dawned on him, yet. 

Hells, he wasn’t sure if this was even the same version of him. Was it the same soul in his body, or just the memories, and it felt the same anyway?

It’d take a little time to process it all, but he had promises to keep. He patted his belt, where the pouch with his master’s ashes hung. 

Master Arnau had found him after his time at the Academy, worked with him, and trained him to pilot golems in a way that suited him—not through the rigid rules of the Academy. Though stern, she’d guided him and been a second mother to him. And on her deathbed, she had made Wulf vow to distribute her ashes around the world. 

That had never happened. Pesky demon incursions had always gotten in the way. Defending the realm, all that. 

But Wulf had a few months to get started. The demons’ sky-spheres hadn’t fallen yet, and there was a little time. 

He stood up, opened the window a crack, and sprinkled a few ashes out into the breeze, before shutting it and standing up. He placed both his potions and his canteen inside his haversack, then snatched up his rank badge and room key.

The common room was a small, low-ceilinged hall at the very center of the wing of their dormitory. There was one common room for each floor.

By now, the sun had set entirely. Candles sat in sconces at the room’s edges, and a brazier crackled at the room’s center. Seats surrounded it, where Ján and a couple other students were chatting. A dragonfolk boy—an upright reptilian race from the edge of the Litterlands, with scaly skin, dragon snouts, horns, and a mane of sinew behind their head—and an elven girl sat next to Ján, holding their hands out over the brazier to warm them. 

The elf…was that Brin? Wulf squinted. He barely recognized her with her short brown bob-cut hair and messy uniform. A textbook hung out of her haversack, with the title Oronith Support for Rangers. 

Wulf blinked quickly, then steeled himself to talk to the younger versions of his old friends. 

“Oh, hey!” Ján exclaimed. “Finally got the hermit to leave the dorms. I thought it was going to be a few more weeks at least.”

Wulf chuckled. “So did I.” 

“He’s been gloomy all this time,” Ján said to Brin, speaking softly, but not so soft Wulf couldn’t hear. “Not sure what was up with him, but on the first day, I could barely get a grunt out of him.”

Wulf rolled his eyes. “I distinctly remember saying ‘hello’.”

Ján made a skeptical face. Then, after a pause, he said, “Yeah, so anyway, we were just—”

A crash rang out on the other side of the room, and Wulf spun around, hand on his haversack. 

“Somebody’s jumpy,” Brin said with a giggle. 

“And I’m usually right.” Wulf narrowed his eyes. 

To no one’s surprise, except maybe Ján and Brin’s, Wulf was right. 

In the corner of the common room, the three Fletchers he’d encountered earlier in the library stood, backing a human-shaped lump into the corner. He groaned. “Just my luck to be on the same floor as them…”

“That book’s mine,” the boy with wolf ears growled. His ears flattened down against his curly hair. He bent down over a fourth boy—one with a Fletcher pin, but also a Low-Wood. The boy, much like Brin, was an elf with fair skin, but he had red hair and leaf-like markings on his cheekbones. Orange leaves, but still elven.

Wulf didn’t recognize him, but then again, he hadn’t spent much time in the common room. 

“Hey,” the elf boy whispered. “No, no, that’s—”

The Fletcher with wolf ears snatched up the book—some sort of ranger textbook—then pulled a quill out of his pocket and scribbled a signature on the inside of the cover. “Oh, look here! It’s got my signature on it, now.”

The elven boy tried to snatch the book back, but the Fletcher pulled it out of reach. 

“Wait!” the boy exclaimed. “Ferbig, you can’t—”

“Oh, yes I can.” The wolf-boy smirked. “Go, run home to daddy and complain, and see how well he does in a dispute with my branch—twice as large as yours. No one will believe you, what with your antique uniform and ancient badge. Are they hand-me-downs?”

“Wulf,” Ján hissed. “Don’t. They’re Fletchers.”

Wulf hadn’t realized it, but he was already walking toward the Fletcher boys. He didn’t stop. If he understood the hierarchy well enough, these guys weren’t as important as Harrel, but they were clinging to the glory of the more prosperous branches in order to throw their weight around. 

And, despite the headmaster’s warning, Wulf couldn’t just do nothing. 

He reached out and snagged the wolf-boy’s—Ferbig’s—stolen textbook. He pressed the cover shut, smearing the still-drying ink of the signature. 

The three Fletcher thugs turned toward him. Ferbig, who seemed like their leader, another elf, and a human. 

“You!” Ferbig exclaimed. 

“I think your signature got smudged,” Wulf said. “It’d be a shame if no one could read it. You should give it back.”

“You should mind your own business, dog.” 

“You…do see the irony in calling me that, right?” My name might be Wulf, but you literally are one.

With a growl, Ferbig made a fist and threw a punch at Wulf’s face, but he telegraphed it from a mile away. Wulf leaned to the side, then reached into his haversack and drew his canteen out. He unscrewed the cap, then splashed a glug of the Mothwing potion in Ferbig’s face. 

Ferbig stumbled back, grasping at his eyes, and the other two Fletchers converged. Wulf dropped his canteen, then reached for his strength potion. He took a long swig, downing half the flask. It was bitter, too. Wulf was starting to think most potions were going to taste like garbage, but maybe a little sugar wouldn’t hurt. 

As soon as the liquid hit his stomach, strength flooded his veins. 

When the elf Fletcher tried to tackle him, Wulf just widened his stance, and with a combination of the strength potion and experience, resisted the elf’s pushing entirely. It didn’t hurt that elves were half as heavy as an average human. 

As soon as the elf tired himself out, Wulf struck him on the top of his head with a fist—just hard enough to knock him out, then turned to the human. 

The human turned and ran, sprinting out of the common room and back through the hallways. 

It left only Ferbig, who flailed his arms wildly. “What did you do?”

“Wash your eyes out in the bathhouse, and you’ll be fine,” Wulf grumbled. He grabbed Ferbig by the collar, then pushed him toward the door as well, then ripped the textbook from his grasp. “Now get out of here.”

Without a second of hesitation, Ferbig sprinted out the door. 

Wulf dropped the textbook back in the ranger’s lap—the elf boy they’d been cornering. “Keep hold of that, and sign your name in the cover. That way, they can't say it’s theirs. Are you alright?”

“I’m—I’m good,” the elf gasped. “Like, not good good, but I’m alright. Like, unharmed. Who are you?” He blinked a few times, then replaced his expression with a stupid grin. 

“Just another guy on this floor.” Wulf tucked his strength potion back into his haversack, then knelt down in front of the elf. “Why don’t you take off the Fletcher pin and join us by the fire, hm? You don’t need those guys.”

            

    
        Chapter 7: The Schedule Pans Out

    
    
    
    
                “I’m Irmond,” the elf boy said, taking a seat beside the brazier. He tucked his knees up to his chest, then rested his chin on them and sighed.

“Wulf,” said Wulf, extending his hand. 

Cautiously, Irmond took it, then shook it, as if Wulf was going to bite him. Wulf didn’t. After a few seconds, he realized it was probably because his veins had turned slightly green. The greenvein poison was a subtle sickness that gave the victim cold-like symptoms, but he expected to resist most of it. 

Being a stronger potion, he might not resist all of it. 

Ján and Brin both introduced themselves, and finally, Brin asked, “How’d a Maple Elf end up with the Fletchers, anyway? Didn’t think you guys were the arrow-making type.”

Irmond plucked his Fletcher pin off his tunic and tossed it in the brazier. “They were the only guys who’d sell me a textbook. They’d bought out like the whole bookstore, and were upcharging people outside. Part of the deal after buying the book was that I had to help them and wear their pin, that kinda stuff. By the Field, I feel so stupid…”

Wulf snorted. The Guilds were starting their greedy little businessmen young. Even if they never went on to pilot Oroniths, their kids would have a good education and connections, and most importantly, practice scamming people out of their gold. 

“Well, can they prove you bought the book from them?” Wulf asked. 

“N—no.”

“Then they’re a paper chimera. All roar, but no leverage.” Wulf crossed his arms. “Don’t deal with them again, though, alright?”

“I won’t,” Irmond said. “I…I didn’t know you were such a good fighter. I saw you sitting in the back in Introduction to Scouting and Spotting. I…didn’t think much of you.” 

“You can just call it RGST one-oh-three,” Ján said. “No one will be mad at you. Except maybe Dr. Kuali!” At that, he gave a cackle. 

“You probably did see me,” Wulf said, ignoring Ján. 

“How’d you afford potions?” Brin asked. “Did the headmaster give them to you? You’re the guy who had to go have a chat with him, right?”

“I, uh…” Wulf shrugged. “What potions?”

Ján, Brin, and Irmond all sighed and stared at him blankly. 

“Alright,” Wulf whispered. “I’d appreciate it if you kept the potion stuff to yourself. These guys are already so far ahead of us, and if we’re going to catch up, we’re going to need a leg up. They’re probably not good for you guys to drink, but…well, I’d highly suggest you try to find some sort of trick.”

He knew how that sounded, coming from the guy with a unique Class, but they also didn’t know about his Class, and he wanted to keep it that way. 

But then he yawned, and this time, it wasn’t because of any potion. He was actually exhausted, mentally and physically. “Alright, guys. I’m going back to my room, and I’m going to sleep.”

“Got it,” Ján said. “But…hey, are you sure it’s such a great idea to stand up to the Fletchers?”

“Someone has to do it. Why not me?”

“What if they complain to the faculty?”

“Not after I humiliated them like that.” Wulf shook his head. “People like that are little rats.”

With that, he stood up, then walked back to the common room’s door. The other students watched him curiously, but no one approached him. No one else probably wanted to be associated with him. 

When he reached the door, though, he looked back. Brin and Ján sat around the brazier, talking gently with Irmond, and Wulf let a slight smile seep onto his face. 

I already dragged Ján and Brin through hell once, even if they don’t remember, he thought. I’ll hang out with them, but I’m not bringing them along again. This time, they get to live a normal life. 

If I need a crew, I’ll find someone who wants to go with me. Not someone who has to be convinced.


~ ~ ~


The next morning, Wulf awoke with a sore throat and a stuffed nose, but after a few minutes, it faded, and that was the worst of the potion’s side effects. The green veins along his hands had faded, though the tips of his fingers were still stained green. Not obvious, unless someone stared too long. 

But he’d keep that in mind. He couldn’t resist all Tiers of poisons yet, and he’d have to be careful about what he drank. 

He packed up his potions again, then pulled his haversack over his shoulder. According to Ján, it was Thirdday—halfway through the week—and that meant there were classes. They only got one day off a week, and that was Sixday. 

He reviewed his schedule and a hand-sketched map of the campus he’d drawn forty-one years ago (or a week ago, depending on how you looked at it), then planned his route accordingly. The first class was ADST 101, or Basics of Field-Based Advancement. 

It was in a lecture theater on the main campus mound—the same butte where the headmaster’s office was, except in a long, modern hall off to the side of the mound, where hundreds of students gathered outside, waiting for their class to begin. 

A bell tolled, the previous lecture’s Ascendants stepped out, and the next batch stepped in. Wulf lingered near the edge of the crowd, minding his own business, and shuffling along with the line. 

That didn’t stop a young panglian woman from crashing into him in her rush. Pangians were a humanoid race from the eastern reaches of the Confederation, who shared a few traits with the pangolins they shared the land with. Scaly tails, clawed hands and feet (she didn’t wear any boots) and a pattern of scales on their foreheads. Their eyes were deep black, and all pupil. Otherwise, like most races, she was a human. 

She bowed an apology, then scrunched up her eyebrows. 

There was something just slightly off about her, but Wulf couldn’t put his finger on it. Experience told him that it was nothing to worry about. Then again, it was probably his experience that was making his mind run in circles in the first place. 

And the fact that she looked equally concerned about him didn’t help. 

Wulf tried, “Hey, it’s alright, I just—”

But before he could finish, she took off into the crowd and disappeared. 

Weird. 

But he kept on shuffling into the class, then took a seat near the back and opened his notebook. He took out a quill, set his inkwell out, and prepared to take notes. Though almost everything here would be a review for him, it couldn’t hurt to put in a little effort. There might have been something he missed his first time. 

“Good morning,” said the lecturer once they sat down. The lecture hall could seat about three hundred students in its amphitheatre-shaped risers, and had a couple chandeliers hanging from the ceiling to light it. On the far wall, just behind the lecturer, was an enormous sheet of enchanted parchment. 

The lecturer tapped the sheet’s side, and ink diffused upward through the paper, forming letters. It read: Dr. Maron, ADST 101, Lecture 9: Marks. 

It confirmed what Wulf had already assumed: the first week of classes was done, and they were in the second week. Now that he could pinpoint the date in his mind, he was starting to feel a little less disoriented. 

Though some things would still take some getting used to. Like the fact that his legs didn’t have nearly as much muscle to cushion him from the cold, hard seat, or that he just didn’t take up as much room as he used to, or when he rested his forearms on the table, it was just skin between the hard surface and his wrist bones. 

“Marks are some of the most essential elements of arcane advancement,” Dr. Maron began. “As such, our second topic—which will occupy our next few weeks—will be covering Marks as a whole.”

Dr. Maron began pacing back and forth in front of the class. He wore a long green coat, with a High-Iron badge pinned to the lapel and coattails that brushed the ground with each step. He was a human with swarthy skin and curly hair, and eyes that swept the crowd, almost always accusatory. 

Part of Wulf didn’t want to like him, but another side was undecided. 

“By the end of the semester, I expect that each and every one of you will have obtained a single Mark, but I will be available in my office hours for questions—you can find the hours posted on the wall over here—and I would be happy to provide assistance within reasonable means. But remember: the Field will give you nothing if you don’t work toward it with all your heart. If you recall our lectures from last week, it is not only important that you move toward your goals, but that you make your goal your main focus in your life. 

“If you are a Mage, make focussing on a spell Skill your main task, not something that you fit into the cracks of your schedule. If you are a ranger, practice your archery and sight Skills during…”

For a few seconds, Wulf let the man’s voice trail off. It was easy for him to tell them to not let something slip into the cracks of the schedule, but then again, not everyone had that luxury—especially with five classes a semester. 

Then again…those who wanted it would make it work, right?

Already, the challenge seemed appealing, and the fact that it was slightly unfair made Wulf want to try harder just to spite it. 

If nothing else, he’d bash his head against the problem until it gave in. 

“...Marks are granted by the Field for extraordinary achievements which a normal, non-Ascendant person would be incapable of achieving, and that most Ascendants don’t achieve,” Dr. Maron continued. “For example, owning one magical staff is not rare, but having a collection of twenty of them may earn you a Mark. Only the greatest, rarest, and most powerful Marks will warrant the visit of a Messenger to personally award your efforts.”

He rambled on a little longer, and Wulf took notes, but there wasn’t anything terribly interesting, until the end of the fifty-minute long lecture, where Dr. Maron said, “The purpose of Marks is generally to provide the equivalent of a weak passive skill, or a permanent increase in your physical capabilities. There is a reason that Ruby-Tier Ascendants can move as quickly as they do, or shatter mountains with a single punch from their Oronith: they have accumulated enough Marks to do so.”

After that lecture, Wulf had to run across the butte to a different theatre. On odd-numbered days, he had two classes, and even days, he had three. 

However, being an odd-numbered day meant everyone had mandatory combat training in the afternoon—no exceptions. After his second lecture, for Introduction to Artificing, he ate lunch at the mess hall. The food was sorta bland, but considering that in his rush, he’d skipped supper last night, and breakfast this morning, even the stove-grilled chicken and boiled barley was welcome. 

After scarfing down a meal, he gathered his haversack and marched to the training gym—the same place he’d woken up yesterday. 

He ran across campus once more, then changed into a sleeveless sparring tunic and shorts, before running back into the gym. 

It was time for what he was best at: hitting things really hard.

            

    
        Chapter 8: Combat Training 

    
    
    
    
                “Every week on Thirdday,” said Instructor DeLark, “we will test our skills against each other in…a controlled but less rigid manner.” He was a tall, muscular man, who spoke with a slight accent as he walked down the center of the gym. His long hair had been tied up in a bun, and an ornament poked out of it.

Sparring mats formed two rows down the gym floor, and on each mat stood two students. The others took well-practiced, formal military poses—straight backs, legs spaced apart, hands behind their backs. 

Wulf stood as he usually did: hands tucked into his gym shorts’ pockets, slightly slouched, and feet wherever he pleased. Like the other students, he still wore his leather bracer, but his potions and haversack were in a locker outside. 

He wouldn’t need potions for this class.

DeLark might not like Wulf’s stance, but he didn’t have to. Wulf wasn’t military like the others. He was more used to being a member of a ragtag resistance that didn’t have time for decorum. In the future, there were too many demons to kill and not enough time to worry about how you were standing.

The other boy on his sparring mat, a sickly pale near-human with ram horns poking out the side of his head, regarded him with disdain, and that was all the better. The more they underestimated him, the easier it would be. 

“Starting today,” DeLark continued, “every Thirdday will be devoted to sparring with your peers. You will spar for five minutes, or until your opponent yields. There will be injuries, but you are not to purposely injure your opponents, and if they yield, you must respect it. My teaching assistants will be roaming the hall to ensure compliance.”

Wulf remembered this. Not this specific experience, but the weekly brawls. An excellent way to blow off some steam, but back in his old Academy days, when he wasn’t the best fighter, nor was he the strongest, it often turned into a beating session. 

DeLark finally added, “Remember: we practice fighting techniques to hone our minds and will. The Field will not help you with every aspect of the arcane, and if you are unable to assert your will on it, or unable to control your mana, you will fail. Willpower requires personal drive. The best way to understand your personal drive is to engage in combat. True, unfiltered combat.”

DeLark reached the end of the room, then spun around. His white robe fluttered with him as he spun, and his long gray hair fluttered. His pin marked him as a Middle-Iron tier Ascendant, which, with how many Marks he had to have, must’ve contributed greatly to his physical strength. 

DeLark concluded: “And, above all, the best way to drive yourself to advance a tier, to provide your mana the resonance it needs, is combat. The thrill and pressure of a fight is a force unlike any other. Face your partner, and you may begin. Once the five minutes have passed, the victors will pair up, and the others will find another partner as well. If you have not forced your opponent to yield, neither will be considered victorious.”

Wulf turned to face the ramling on his mat, then bowed his head. He didn’t know the other boy, and though everyone in the sparring class was a first year, he didn’t need to make any more enemies. 

But also…this wasn’t the entirety of their year. Ján and Brin were nowhere to be seen. If he ruffled a few feathers, he wouldn’t be too upset.

“Good afternoon,” the ramling said with a fake, haughty accent that he’d probably been forced to adopt in his childhood. “I’m Nem. Who do I have the pleasure of defeating?”

“Wulf.”

“You may begin!” DeLark called. 

Nem took a wide stance. Wulf didn’t take his hands out of his pockets. 

With a grimace, Nem said, “Are you sure you—”

“Yeah.” 

Don’t worry, Wulf thought, I won’t hurt you. 

He did need to get back into practice with pure hand-to-hand combat, though. Not that he hadn’t practiced, but he’d gotten used to fighting with his hammer—inside a golem or outside. 

Nem hopped forward a few paces, his hair bobbing behind him, then threw a few punches. Wulf leaned away from them just in time. A kick forced him to turn sideways and raise his shin, and one more punch at his shoulder forced him to take a hand out of his pocket and block it.

Wulf planted his foot down and stepped behind Nem’s knee, stopping him from moving backward. Then he punched Nem in the chest. 

The boy tripped over Wulf’s leg and sprawled backward. Though Wulf’s strength potion had long since worn off, he had better technique. He knew how to hit hard. And maybe, given how his new Class worked…he might just be able to become stronger than he ever was in his past life. 

Wulf pounced and grabbed Nem’s arm, controlling the other boy. He twisted and pushed down just enough that it’d be a little painful, and that Nem’s face would press into the mat, but not enough to hurt him. 

After a few seconds, Nem exclaimed, “Alright, alright, I give up!” The accent dropped from his voice, and he spoke in a regular tone.

Wulf released him immediately. “Are you alright?”

Nem rolled over, then pushed himself up. He rubbed his chest. “Yeah. I’ll be fine—physically. That was…fast. And we didn’t get taught any of that.”

Wulf sighed. It had only been a week for most of them. “Sorry. I just…have experience.”

“I’ll say. You’re that Hrothen dude, right? The beast from Carolaign?”

His name was starting to get around. Still, Wulf nodded. 

But, immediately after, Nem shrank away. He didn’t wear a Fletcher’s pin, but he did have a second pin beneath his Low-Wood chit. It looked like a bundle of wheat in a circle. 

The Fletchers weren’t the only guild that wanted their members to mark their identity, apparently. 

“Right now, I only have problems with the Fletchers,” Wulf said. “Not…”

“The Threshers.”

“Threshers. Right.”

After a few more minutes of awkward silence, DeLark announced that the first round was over, and the students shifted around the room. Wulf walked over to the other side of the room, where the victors were gathering, and a soft-spoken teaching assistant organized them into new pairs. 

The process repeated all throughout the afternoon. Wulf moved between sparring mats, defeating other students and moving steadily to the edge of the room with an increasingly smaller crowd of students. He practiced his throws and holds, or simply let his opponents tire themselves out by blocking their strikes, before taking them down. 

He took a few hits of his own, too. Sometimes, he did it so others wouldn’t get suspicious of him, but sometimes it was a genuine mistake. He was used to being the strongest one in the room physically, but now, although he might have been at least an inch taller than all his opponents, he wasn’t the bulkiest anymore. Sometimes, he tried to block a strike he shouldn’t have, and it was his own arm that buckled, getting pushed into the side of his head and jarring him for a few seconds. 

But he always recovered. 

When he reached the top twenty, he was the only Low-Wood left. The rest of the students all wore a wooden badge on their gym shirts, but theirs had two lines. Middle-Wood. 

It wasn’t impossible. Most Ascendants awakened their Classes when they turned eighteen. When magic objects started calling to them, when enchanted paper started responding to their touch. 

In Wulf’s village, there had only been an ancient magic hoe, which had a weak enchantment, but he was the first one in a hundred years who could use it. They’d immediately hunted for the wandering Artificer and had him test Wulf, and sure enough, Wulf had been a pilot. 

Usually, though, it took about a year for academy applications to go through. In that time, the Ascendants from powerful guilds often had chances to gain mana and advance to Middle-Wood. Whether they had Marks or not, some of them might have had Skills to strengthen themselves. 

Wulf faced a Middle-Wood girl with bronze skin, curly black hair, and jade earrings—and another guild pin on her sleeveless shirt, which Wulf couldn’t identify easily. A circle with a bird inside it. 

Without introducing herself, she leapt forward and threw a punch that someone of her size and build should never have been able to throw. When Wulf blocked, he had to raise both arms, and even then, he skidded back. 

“Hi,” Wulf said, spinning around and circling to the other side. “I’m…Wulf? Nice to meet you?”

“Iryl,” she huffed, then turned back to face him. 

“Guild?”

“Threnia Hawker’s Guild,” she answered. 

Wulf didn’t recognize it, save for knowing that Threnia was a small nation-state in the south of the confederacy. 

It didn’t matter. She wasn’t too talkative, and he was starting to get out of breath, too. This body didn’t have nearly as much endurance as he was used to. It wasn’t bad, considering he’d grown up on a farm, but he couldn’t maintain the power he used to. 

For a few minutes, they exchanged blows. She enhanced her strength either with a Skill, or since it wasn’t fading, it was more likely a Mark. Whenever she charged headfirst into combat, her blows strengthened. That was an ability suited to a Pilot.

Problem was, it didn’t help her when she missed and ran past him, and he had decades of experience reading other brawlers. He could see exactly when she was going to charge, and ducked out of the way, before pummelling her in the back. 

She might have been strong, but she wasn’t heavy, and her stance wasn’t perfect. While she staggered, Wulf grabbed her arm and flipped her onto her back. She stared up at the roof, gasping. 

After a few more fights, facing Middle-Wood Ascendants with strength-enhancing abilities or Marks (mostly Pilots) he came face to face with the pangian girl he’d bumped into earlier that morning. 

She was a Middle-Wood, too, but the way she stood reeked of experience. The way her head was angled, the way she held her hands—fists closed in just the right way that her claws wouldn’t bite into the palm of her hand. Gym shirt tucked into her shorts, black hair tied back in a practical braid. 

She knew exactly what she was doing, but more importantly, she was the only Middle-Wood without a guild badge. 

“Hey…” Wulf said. “You’re the—”

“Sorry,” she muttered. Her expression—completely blank—didn’t change once as she spoke. “Didn’t mean to bump into you.”

“I’m Wulf.”

She met his gaze, then, suspiciously, said, “Kalee.” It wasn’t casual, just…guarded, in a way that didn’t want to give away any more than necessary. 

By now, a crowd had gathered around, and Instructor DeLark focussed solely on them. Wulf glanced side-to-side. Why…

Oh. We’re the only ones left who haven’t lost a fight. 

“Last sparring match of the day,” DeLark said. “And then you are all dismissed. Let us see how our two victors of the week fare against each other, hm?”

Wulf couldn’t help but take that as a challenge. 

            

    
        Chapter 9: The Pangian 

    
    
    
    
                A hundred eyes bored into Wulf’s back. In his previous life’s stint at the Academy, it probably would’ve stressed him out enough to make him fail, but right now, he had nothing to prove. 

He’d thought about it a lot over the past hour. What he really wanted. To pilot an Oronith? To make potions? Both?

Both. But there was a difference between looking like the strongest, and actually being the strongest. This was an opportunity to practice his fighting skills and get used to his new body, not a test that would determine his fate or his ability to pilot an Oronith. 

He’d considered that, too—whether he actually even wanted to be a Pilot. But the answer was resoundingly a yes. The Ranger and Artificer were important roles, but they couldn’t sway a battle as much as a Mage or Pilot could. And the Pilot, the team leader, always garnered the most respect. 

If he was going to convince anyone to listen to him about the end of the world, he’d need to be a Pilot. If he was going to have an adventure, if he was going to live his life properly while he was at it, he’d need the mobility an Oronith afforded its crew. 

DeLark snapped his fingers, signalling Wulf and Kalee to begin. It snapped Wulf out of his trance. 

He always started defensively, but Kalee had the same idea. Both circled each other, light on their feet. Kalee pushed herself up on her clawed toes and leaned forward, giving herself the perfect stance to react to any attack. Defensive.

Well, someone’s gotta do it, Wulf thought. 

After a feint to the right, he darted to the left. Keeping himself tight and contained, he threw a set of tight punches without overextending himself. She blocked them all with smooth movements, then countered with a high roundhouse kick right at his head. 

Thankfully, she bent her clawed toes down, and instead only contacted him with the patch of scales atop her foot. 

For a second of mild amusement, he considered that pangians were almost like halflings, with their exposed, callused feet, until she kicked at him again. They were much taller and feistier than halflings. He pressed his hand to his head and stuck out his elbow, so that her shin hit the point of his elbow. 

She hissed in mild discomfort, then sprang back. 

Interesting. No enhanced strength. Or, nothing that she’d used right away. Just skill. 

“You’re good,” Wulf said. 

“I aspire to be,” Kalee responded, taking deep breaths. A bead of sweat trickled down her forehead. “I have to be. No one will look after me except me.”

Wulf was starting to get tired, too, though. He’d spent all afternoon fighting, and though his face wasn’t flushed like the other students, sweat still dripped down his brow, and his muscles were starting to ache. 

He’d have to do something about his endurance. Yet another problem for the list. 

This time, Kalee leapt back into action, unleashing a flurry of spinning kicks. Normally, Wulf would’ve thought it impractical—a martial art that was more art than martial—but with her scaly tail acting as an extra limb and protecting her back, it just let her attack faster. 

Wulf backed to the edge of the mat, blocking each blow, but not finding a chance to counter. If Kalee kept this up, she was going to wear him down. 

He dove to the side, and she chased him with a perfectly placed plunging kick. He caught it just in time, though, and her eyes widened—but only for a second, before springing backward out of his grip and landing in a crouch. 

“How did you catch that?” she panted. 

Wulf shrugged. “I’ve…been in a few fights before.”

The crowd around them fell silent, all except DeLark, who announced that the fight was halfway over. 

But Wulf wasn’t going to last another two and a half minutes. 

Without letting Kalee catch her breath, he charged forward, tanking a soft punch to the shoulder and blocking a knee before it hit his chin, then tackled her at the waist. She landed hard on her back, and for a half minute, they grappled. Wulf had been fearing how slippery her scales might have been, but they only ran halfway up her forearms and shins, and only covered her tail. The rest was regular human flesh. 

Finally, they both locked each other’s arms and pushed, both applying a light, warning pressure. 

Wulf met her gaze, and she stared back. 

Without a word, they pulled away, and said together, “Yield.”

Everyone was silent. Wulf registered Irmond in the crowd, watching with a gaping mouth. A few boys with Fletcher badges sneered, and slowly, whispers built up in the crowd. 

“You didn’t use any strengthening Skills or Marks,” Wulf whispered to Kalee. 

“Neither did you,” she whispered back. 

“Did you have any?” he asked. 

“I’m a Mage.” She shrugged. “So…unlikely. You’re a Pilot?”

“It is a draw, then,” DeLark snapped, raising a hand to quiet the crowd—and Wulf and Kalee. “An impressive showing, to be sure, but two guildless farm-dwellers won’t stay in the lead for long. You might have experience, but it is nothing in comparison to resources and arcane advancement. You are dismissed.”


~ ~ ~


Wulf tried to catch up to Kalee after the sparring class, but she disappeared into the crowd of students almost immediately. 

What DeLark had said about them both being farm-dwellers intrigued him more, and he wanted to ask about it, but he never got a chance. She was already gone.

Instead, he returned to the communal bathhouse. He remembered expecting, many years ago, in his first life, the bathhouse to be run-down and dirty, as most communal bathhouses were, but the Academy had to cater to the luxury expectations of the guild kids. It was clean, with warm water and towels, and a washbin to clean dirty uniforms and gym attire while they bathed. Not to mention, they provided perfumed soaps. 

That was probably on behalf of the faculty. No one wanted young students running around, reeking of sweat and the day’s activities, if it could be helped. 

Afterward, Wulf gathered his uniform and headed to the mess hall, where he gathered dinner—a flatbread of some sort, with sausage, tomato sauce, and cheese melted on top. Much more flavourful than their lunches. 

But before he walked back to the dorms, he had one more problem to attend to. 

Eventually, as he expanded his potion-making setup, it would catch people’s attention. He couldn’t just leave it in his room. Hells, Ján might just run his mouth and say something, even if Wulf asked him to stay quiet. 

He headed back to the Artificers' labs, where the evening experiments were taking place. He climbed up the stairs, staring into each room, until he reached the top floor. On the far side of the building, tucked into a dark corner, where the spatial experiments took place. Artificers could create certain equipment that made spatial anomalies. With the right rune formations to influence the Field, they could cause it to warp the fabric of the world and create tiny pocket realms. 

In an unlit lab, Wulf spotted the remains of what looked to be storage pendants (a magical device whose sole purpose was to create pocket realms) cast aside and left in the arcane waste bin. 

He quickly unclipped his pin when a non-Ascendant janitor walked past, sweeping the floor with a broom, then walked past with utter confidence, once again pretending that he was a teaching assistant. He could just claim that he’d forgotten his badge.

When the janitor passed, Wulf turned and pushed open the lab’s door. He hoisted the waste bin and dumped it out onto the table. A bunch of brass and iron pendants rattled out. Most were a simple ring on a chain, but some were disks, and some had more complex shapes. A few let off blue sparks as they clattered along the table, and Wulf pushed those into a pile at the end of the table. 

He normally wouldn’t have expected to find anything good in the wastebins of a lab. If an aspiring Artificer made a fully-functional storage pendant, the faculty would keep it. Spatial manipulation was a third-year course, and they liked to display and brag about the results of their best students.

But Wulf knew institutions like the Academy. Their problem was that they were rigid in their rules, and so firm that it was to their own detriment. And the teaching assistants, who would be monitoring the labs, were no better. They wouldn’t recognize something that was almost there, if it was too far off their known standards. 

Wulf sifted through his pile of potential storage ring candidates, all while glancing over his shoulder for anyone who might come and interrupt him. All the candidates were decent, but some of the runes were too messy, or they’d messed up the rune-lines altogether. 

While he wasn’t an Artificer himself, he’d worked with one in his crew. Lisa, who he’d met later in life, had shown him a couple tricks, and had made him a storage pendant of his own. 

Now, to put that knowledge to use. When he found a pendant—a copper tube that had been wrapped around into the shape of a bow, allowing it to better conduct mana and fold the Field, he found his candidate. 

It was unorthodox, and the Academy would’ve discarded it almost immediately, but they wouldn’t have seen that it just needed a little tweaking to function. Wulf downed the rest of his strength potion, then set to work. 

The copper was still slightly malleable from the solvent they’d doused it in (Artificers weren’t blacksmiths, and rarely forged metal themselves) and with the help of the strength potion, Wulf manipulated it with his bare hands. He undid the bow shape, careful not to stress the metal too much and snap it. 

The bow shape bent the runes over, which was a first good step in confusing the Field, in making it stumble over itself and create an anomaly, but if you bent them too much, the Field would notice and ignore the object altogether. 

Wulf instead folded the runes into a simple loop, with its ends crossing over, then pressed the junction together so it’d stay. After a few seconds, the aura he’d created with the strength potion took effect, and the etched runes of the pendant lit up with blue light. 

 Wulf grinned, then held the pendant up. Through its loop was a rift in space, and beyond, a tiny pocket world barely large enough to fit a bed. It had blank walls that looked exactly like the night sky—a starry void—and a floor of white mist. 

He raised the pendant and drew a circle in the air with it, creating a larger opening. The rift expanded, filling the space he’d drawn. It was large enough to reach through. 

He put just his hand through the opening and tapped the misty floor. It was slightly spongy, but it held under pressure. 

“And there we go,” he muttered. “The start of a portable alchemy lab.”

Silently, he thanked the student who was almost there, but fell victim to the rigidness of the academy. After a few seconds, his aura sputtered out, and the runes on the pendant darkened. The rift sealed. 

He attached the pendant to a brass chain and hung it around his neck, then swept the rest of the discarded pendants back into the wastebin and returned it to the corner of the room. 

He turned around, about to leave the Artificers’ lab, when the door creaked open. A silhouette stood behind it.

His stomach dropped. He’d need an excuse, and fast.

“What are you doing here?”

            

    
        Chapter 10: Lab Waste

    
    
    
    
                Wulf spun to face the figure at the door. He held his hands up, ready to react to an attack, and ready to run. It was dark, with the sun having nearly entirely set, and whoever was there might not have seen his face. 

Then she lit a candle and held it out, and light flooded out into the lab. 

“You’re jumpy. Don’t worry, I won’t snitch on you.”

“...Kalee?” Wulf whispered. He squinted. It was unmistakably her, even in the flickering light. She had the same face, same hair, everything—except that now, she was wearing a regular academy uniform. 

“Wulf?” she whispered. 

Wulf stepped back and rubbed his forehead. “What are you doing here?” he hissed. 

“What are you doing here?”

“You first.”

“I caught you, so you first,” she whispered. 

Wulf narrowed his eyes. “Fine.” He held up the spatial storage pendant. “Stealing some lab waste. Now you.”

She tilted her head toward the cabinets on the other side of the room. “Materials.”

“You’re a Mage.” Wulf stared at her blankly. 

“And you’re a Pilot, no?”

He squinted. “I never said that.”

“Well, I guessed it, and you haven’t argued. Am I wrong?”

“Depends.” He lowered his arms, then stepped closer and blew out her candle. “You’re gonna get us caught.”

“Could’ve just told me to blow out the candle.”

He ignored the comment. “What sort of Mage are you, then?” 

There was something off about her. She could’ve just been weird, but…she wasn’t weird in the way that’d make him think she was just crazy. But just…not quite right. More experienced than she let on, and more experienced than a nineteen-year-old Academy student ought to be. Perhaps she had a rough life before this, but she was a martial artist, not just a scrappy street fighter. 

“If I tell you my class, and you swear on the Field to keep it secret, then will you tell me yours? A Field pact,” Wulf said. He held up his arm and showed her his Bracer. They weren’t told this so early on in their degrees, but an Ascendant could use the Field to make binding promises, and it’d force them to keep them.

If she agreed, or understood what he meant…what would that say about a farmgirl? She shouldn’t have had any knowledge of the Field.

She raised her own bracer, and angling her sheet of enchanted parchment out, said, “I swear on the Field to tell you my Class if you tell me yours.”

Wulf grasped her hand, then said, “I swear on the Field to tell you my Class.” He pushed intent through it, into the Field, and resonated it with his will. It wasn’t the first time he’d done that, and it came easily.

Both of their sheets of enchanted parchment swirled with ink, and a message scrawled across both of their sheets:


[Field Pact detected.]

[Field Pact sealed.]


As an experiment, to see if it worked, Wulf contemplated not saying anything, but a compulsion overcame him, and he said, “My Class is unique. Fate Alchemist.”

“Consumption Mage,” Kalee said. “Unique as well.”

Wulf narrowed his eyes. “When’d you get that Class? And how’d you know how to form a Field Pact?”

She hesitated, then said, “When I was…eighteen?”

Wulf immediately rolled his eyes. “This is going to sound insane, but…” Oh, to the hells with it. This was already shaping up to be a crazy day, and to think that he’d just met her only this morning. But mincing words was for the unconfident and meek. “How does a farmgirl know that, hm?”

“How does a farmboy from the middle of nowhere end up with an alchemist class?” She crossed her arms. “How does a farmboy like you know how to fight at all?”

“There were some absolute demons of fighters back home.”

At that word, her eyes widened. But…there was something else. Confusion, sorrow, rage. Everything Wulf felt. 

“Demons mean something to you?” he asked.

“Back at you.”

They were dancing in circles, but he was starting to suspect…

“Next insane thing, then,” Wulf began. “And properly insane. You wouldn’t happen to be from the future, would you?”

Kalee swallowed, then set her unlit candle down on the lab table and hunched over. “Ah, out with it, then. The Field sent you back in time, too? You fought the demons?”

“Yeah. I saw a Messenger. Right before the end of the world.” He crossed his arms. “I thought I was the only one.”

“So did I.” She rose up on the claws of her feet, then dropped back down. “You saw it, then? The world…destroyed?” Her lower lip began quivering, but she wrenched it under control quickly.

“Yeah.”

Just saying that brought back memories of the end. His hands shuddered, and an image of the columns of magma bursting through the crust flashed in his mind. He purged it immediately. He was here to stop that. 

“You think it’s just us?” Wulf whispered. 

“Eighty two years, in total,” Kalee said. “That’s how much time it rewinded for us both. And that’s the same time the Golden Tome says the Fieldfather spent questing around the world, supposedly creating the Field.”

“Coincidence?”

“You know the Field doesn’t work in coincidences. Numbers and rankings are its most important structures.”

“So we’re the only ones, then.”

Kalee nodded, then turned her back. “Look, I have my charge. You probably have something for yourself. Let’s not cause each other problems.”

“Agreed,” Wulf said. “You agree to keep this quiet?”

“I agree.”

He doubted they’d need a Field Pact for that one. Whatever her Class was, it didn’t sound like a pure Mage, either, and she’d want to keep it quiet. They had leverage on each other, and they had to keep their mouths shut. 

“Then…I’ll be on my way,” he said. “If you don’t mess with me, I won’t mess with you.”

She nodded, and he nodded back. Curiosity gnawed at him, but he didn’t want to push his luck. He didn’t know her, he hadn’t met her in his past life, and he didn’t need to cause any problems—he already had one of the most powerful guilds in Istalis pissed at him. 

Clutching his storage pendant tight, he walked out of the lab and turned out into the hallway. To keep suspicions low, he tucked the pendant into his shirt before he reached the stairs, and when he reached the bottom, he fastened his rank pin to his shirt again. 

When he stepped out of the Artificers’ lab complex, his bracer tingled with the telltale feeling of the Field interacting with it—interacting without his express intent. 

He leaned against a post with a hanging lantern at the side of the path, and held his bracer up to the light. The ink shifted into position on the page, altering its position to read: 


[Mark unlocked: Spatial Awareness and Repurposing.]


Wulf chuckled. The academy scholars liked to make gaining Marks sound more difficult than it was. For them, it was a process that could be codified, manipulated, and exploited. And to a certain extent, it was. But, as Master Arnau had explained to him, it didn’t work as well as just doing things. Testing yourself, pushing your limits, and trying new things. Slaying monsters well above your tier, for one thing. Or making things you weren’t supposed to.

Wulf concentrated on the feeling of the Mark and pushed mana into his bracer, willing the Field to show him the Mark. 


[Spatial Awareness and Repurposing] You have repurposed a magic device at least one tier higher than yours. Your awareness of nearby alchemical herbs has increased, and you can seek them out better.


Awareness of herbs? Wulf tilted his head. He didn’t feel any smarter, and he certainly hadn’t just learned anything more about botany, but something felt slightly different in his mind. He tapped the side of his head and rubbed his eyes. 

In the distance, across the rolling fields between the buildings of the campus, was a faint green glow. It’d be barely noticeable in the daytime, but at night, it was unmistakable. 

He lowered his arm and set off toward it, disregarding the path. The grass scratched his ankles, but it was well-kept, and he didn’t have to worry about any thorns. 

As he walked, he reached for his spatial pendant and clasped it with his hand. In the excitement of making it, and the confusion of realizing what Kalee was, he hadn’t even thought to examine how strong the pendant was—not until the Field had awarded him a Mark for finishing it.


Inactive Arcane Construct: Spatial Storage Pendant (High-Coal Quality)

A pendant whose maker couldn’t see its potential. Opens a 5-foot by 10-foot rift in space, and stores objects inside. Objects can be removed at any time. 


High-Coal. Not as high as he was hoping, but he still couldn’t complain. Besides, if he found an actual Artificer for his team, he could have them redo the runes or upgrade it—if he ever got that far. 

When he reached the top of the hill, the glowing patch of grass was right in front of him. It barely glowed anymore, and even with his Mark, he doubted he’d have been able to tell the difference up close. 

He bent down and wrapped his hand around the stems of the grass. It was just a regular patch, like the other grasses across the campus, except—for some reason—the Field had taken a liking to it. 

Wulf assessed it with his enchanted paper:


Dr. Jerrol’s Fescue Grass (Middle-Wood Quality)

A failed experiment by an eccentric professor of ages past. No effect.


But ‘no effect’ only meant it didn’t have an effect on its own. In a potion…well, he didn’t know what exactly it would do, but he needed some more ingredients, anyway. A grass potion might not have been powerful in the hands of a regular alchemist, but he could make it work, and there was enough grass here to make many more potions. 

If anyone had been watching, he’d probably have looked like a madman, just ripping up grass in the middle of a field and stuffing it into his pockets, but no one was watching. 

Once he’d ripped up most of the grass and pocketed it, he stood up, wiped his hands on his pants, and returned to the dorms. On his way upstairs, he filled his canteen and empty flask with more water.

He entered his room as soon as Ján was leaving it, and for a second, they both stopped and stared at each other. Finally, Ján said, “Why’s there grass in your pockets?”

Wulf cleared his throat. “Uh…n—no reason.”

Ján sighed. “I changed my mind. You’re weirder than I thought. But Brin, Irmond and I will still be hanging out in the common room. You can join us—as long as you don’t start any more fights.”

Wulf nodded. He was too tired to work on potions for the night, and he needed to rest. But first, he took a small sip of the sleep potion, then used his aura to trigger the pendant and open it. 

He only had a few seconds, but he shovelled his stolen equipment into the pocket realm, then dumped the ripped-up grass in a heap at the center. He hadn’t provided the pendant much fuel, and a moment later, the runes sputtered out. He pulled his arms back before they got caught in the middle of interdimensional space. 

For now, he had a good start. He had enough of the sleep potion left to open the storage pendant again if he needed, he had enough materials to make at least fifteen more potions, maybe twenty if he spread it out, and he knew how to make basic potions. 

Kalee was a wildcard, for sure, but he could worry about that later.

For now, he was on the right track, and that was all that mattered. 

            

    
        Chapter 11: The Kitchen 

    
    
    
    
                The next morning, Wulf woke up early—well before the wakeup bell sounded, when the sun was only just rising—and got to work. 

He wasn’t tired, not really. This younger body was better at sleeping than he ever was in his fifties and sixties, as if somehow, it had less burdens on its mind. Or maybe he was just excited to work on more potions. 

Ján still lay on his back, sprawled across his bunk, arm out to the side, staring up at the roof, snoring. Wulf tried to be as quiet as possible, but it didn’t stop his flasks from clinking as he pulled them from his haversack. 

He downed the rest of his sleep potion, and the drowsiness returned for a few seconds, but he kept his eyes open and resisted the pull of his bed. 

The aura fuelled his storage pendant, activating it, and he drew the opening large enough to step inside. At the moment, he didn’t have a strong enough aura to keep the door open for long, so he gathered his equipment and brought it out, then saved the rest of the aura for finishing his first potion. 

He attached his flasks to the rack, lit the burn-box and placed it beneath the first flask, then got to work, using only a handful of his enhanced grass.

The [Grass] condensed just like [Dandelion] leaves, turning into a green slurry—or juice, as the Field labelled it. It was High-Wood quality, but when he flooded it with the rest of his aura, trying to turn it into a magical object, it only became Low-Wood. 

Understandable. He didn’t have much aura left from the sleep potion. 

He just hoped, crossing his fingers, that this new potion was one he could drink large amounts of without hurting himself. Otherwise, he’d have to use his own mana to make the next potion. 


Blindness Potion (Low-Wood Quality)

Applies a mild blindness effect to the user. Lasts ten seconds. 


[By crafting a potion, you have increased your mana. Advancement progress: 30%]


Good enough. Even if it made him completely blind, which it probably wouldn’t, considering how weak it was, it was only ten seconds. He set the flask aside and poured water from his canteen into the second flask. 

A potion like that wouldn’t be effective as a weapon, either, unless he could convince someone to drink it. There were ways to craft area-of-effect potions that worked upon splashing someone, but he didn’t know how yet.

For now, he just needed to increase his tier.

He moved to his second flask, hoping to create the best potion he ever had. Everything lined up now.

He put a little more [Grass] in the flask and distilled it down to a dark green fluid, stirring constantly with his quill, until finally, it thickened, and he had a High-Wood quality juice. 

Then with the help of half of his blindness potion, he flooded the potion with his aura, and the glass chimed. Though his vision blurred slightly, and darkness crept in from the edges (the blindness’ doing), he could still see the potion change. The liquid within glowed lavender, with faint bubbles swirling up from the bottom, and the glass chimed in a high pitch.

He pressed his hand against the still warm glass, and when the blindness wore off, he assessed its strength: 


Fate Potion (Low-Coal Quality)

Increases the user’s luck for ten minutes. Poisons the user with nausea for thirty minutes. 


[By crafting a potion, you have increased your mana. Advancement progress: 40%]


Making a stronger potion afforded more advancement progress, huh? Wulf nodded in understanding, then placed the potion down on the desk. That one would be useful. 

Luck as a Field-granted effect never interacted with the real world. It couldn’t increase one’s chances of winning a game of dice. But when it came to Ascendant Skills and Marks, some of which depended on chance, luck was incredibly effective. 

He transferred the rest of his blindness potion to his canteen, then worked on his next flask. He had to take a break and refill the flask, but when he returned, Ján was still asleep, and the sun was only barely above the horizon. Wulf had a little more time. 

He applied the same principles as he had to the luck potion and used the same techniques, and eventually, almost completed his potion. With a hesitant sip, he used the luck potion, and a powerful aura sprang up around him. 

Immediately, his stomach churned, and he held back a retch. Despite his poison resistance, Low-Coal nausea was a lot more than he’d been expecting. 

Woulda been worse for someone without any resistance at all, though, he thought. 

He focussed, pushing through the churning of his stomach, and directed his aura into the last flask. 

This time, no matter how warm the flask was, Wulf kept his hand on its side, excited to see the result. His skin protested, and he ignored it. 

The liquid, he noticed, began glowing before it shifted colour. For a brief moment, before his ability took effect, the enchanted parchment on his bracer described a mild ‘Wind-Aspect Amplification Potion’ before shifting—wind-aspect amplification being the regular potion fescue grass made, according to his alchemy textbook. 

After a few seconds, the ink on his bracer reformed to read:


Balance Potion (Low-Coal Quality)

Improves the user’s balance and strengthens their stance. Effective for thirty seconds. 


[By crafting a potion, you have increased your mana. Advancement progress: 50%]


No negative effect whatsoever. That had to be the power of the fate potion. 

But now, with all his flasks full, he was starting to see the bottleneck. He needed more equipment, more flasks, and eventually, he was going to need more materials. 

By his estimates, he had about an hour before the wakeup bell sounded and they had to be at the mess hall for breakfast. That meant plenty of time to gather more equipment. He pulled on his uniform’s shirt, fixed the collar, attached his rank badge, then set off. He descended through the dorms with his haversack over his shoulder. His storage pendant hung around his neck beneath his shirt, cold against his chest, and his potions clinked in his haversack, but not so loudly that anyone would hear if they weren’t listening closely. 

When he exited the dorm building, he cracked open his alchemy textbook and read as he walked (today, he aimed for the mess hall—he didn’t need solvent flasks specifically, so long as he could fit it in on his holding rack). 

He flipped through the first chapter once more. Aside from the concept of distilling herbs and other inorganic materials, the chapter also described using solvents like harsh alcohol and vinegar to further purify and concentrate the ingredients. An alchemist could soak an ingredient in solvent, using it to draw out more of the material into the liquid—the active ingredients. He’d have a syrupy tincture. It’d make it much easier to strain out the remains, increase the quality, and overall improve his potions. 

And for that, he’d need the kitchen. 

First, he stopped by the back door of the mess hall and scanned the patches of weeds along the back of the building. 

In the dim light, a few feet to the left, his Mark made a patch of weeds shimmer and glow. They were bloodwort, with a red stem and leaves that had crimson veins through them. By feeding on the remains of the enhanced food and mana-water, they’d grown to be Middle-Wood tier. 

Wulf plucked them and stuffed them into his pocket before sneaking into the kitchen. 

The back door was open a crack, probably to let cool morning air into the kitchen, but Wulf pushed it open just enough to slip through, then darted behind a brick stove. 

It was smokey and hazy inside the kitchen, and a troop of non-Ascendant cooks shuffled around, cracking eggs into pans, placing bread into ovens, chopping onions and frying bacon, and Wulf's stomach growled. 

He clenched his gut. Had to keep quiet. 

The cooks, busy on the other side of the room, weren’t watching. He stayed low, then crept across the room and ducked behind a counter. He rolled his feet, keeping his footsteps quiet on the flagstone floors. 

When he reached a cabinet, he pulled it open. It creaked. He winced, but none of the cooks turned to face him. 

Inside the cabinet were rows upon rows of clear glass cups. Some were wide—much too wide to fit in his holding stand—but the wine glasses would work. If he broke off their bases, he could fit their stems in the holders. 

He took as many glasses as he could fit in his haversack—six. Since they wouldn’t be very portable when they had potions in them, he’d either have to leave them on his holding rack, or keep them in his void pendant. The best potions, the ones he wanted to keep access to all the time, could go in the flasks and his canteen. 

After he had the glasses, he crept down a set of stairs and into the wine cellar. Although he could make a proper tincture with alcohol, he would much prefer to do it with vinegar. Wine wouldn’t be a strong enough alcohol, and he didn’t want to get drunk on his own potions. But it still might be useful in some way.

Kegs lined the wall of the cellar. Thankfully, they all had labels above their spigots. Some held freshwater, some held saltwater, most held wine of all different varieties. Some even had mana-infused wine in them…which would probably make an excellent ingredient, or be helpful somehow. 

Without hesitation, Wulf gulped down the rest of his blindness potion, then used its aura to activate his storage pendant. He filled each of his wine glasses with mana-wine from three separate barrels (that way, no one would notice as much missing), then sealed up the pendant. He might not use it for making tinctures, but he’d still use it for something.

The pendant was heavier now. Significantly heavier. Though the glasses themselves didn’t have much mass, and not enough to affect the barrel, their arcane presence weighed it down. It was nearly five pounds, by his estimate.

With a now empty canteen, he ran to the far end of the cellar, where a few kegs of vinegar waited, and filled it up. 

Now, time to leave.

On his way out, with a significantly emptier haversack, he snagged a few more wine glasses from the cabinets, before slipping out of the kitchen without anyone noticing. 

Once outside, he leaned back against the wall and exhaled. This haul of stolen goods had to be worth about thirty to forty silver, depending on how fancy the glasses were. But considering his tuition had been well over five hundred silver, this would barely be a counting error in the academy’s ledger. 

In the interest of saving the world, they could spare some resources. 

            

    
        Chapter 12: The Bounding Bobcat 

    
    
    
    
                Wulf returned to his room, then immediately began an experiment. He crumpled a few leaves of bloodwort into a ball, then placed them in the bottom of a wine glass, before pouring in a glug of vinegar. 

He’d let it sit throughout the day and come back in the evening to see how his first attempt at making a tincture went. 

Then, with a small sip from his balance potion, he opened up his storage pendant for a few seconds—enough time to place the rest of his wine glasses, his canteen, his holding rack, and burn-box inside the rift. 

It sealed, leaving him with a haversack and two flasks. A luck potion and a balance potion. 

Almost as soon as he closed the spatial rift, the morning bell chimed, signalling that breakfast was ready, and that classes would start in a half hour. 


~ ~ ~


Wulf went about his day and paid as much attention as he could during his classes. Out of curiosity, he kept an eye out for Kalee, but she was nowhere to be seen today. 

The fact that he wasn’t alone in having a new life, he decided, was reassuring, so long as her goals aligned with his. If he had to deal with someone else like him who was working against him…well, he didn’t know what he’d do. Being a Mage, she’d gain tiers faster than him, which meant gaining more Skills and establishing her Baseline. 

For every sub-tier before reaching Copper, an Ascendant gained a new skill, whether it was active or passive. These became their baseline. After that, the rewards for advancing a tier became more varied. Skill upgrades, mana storage upgrades, and more.

Not a problem to worry about now. He attended his first lecture: Introduction to Mage studies, which, while he wasn’t a Mage, would be helpful to learn, as he’d be working in teams with a Mage. 

The professor, Dr. Timme, was an older woman with short gray hair and thick-rimmed glasses. She wore a long violet dress and carried around a staff, which was the weapon of choice for Mages (as Wulf understood, the lack of a blade helped them concentrate their spells better). 

“A Mage’s most important ability is conducting spells through stone,” Dr. Timme said in a scratchy voice—too many years of smoking, Wulf guessed. “Although it is not a Skill that one earns through the Field, it is nonetheless necessary. As a Mage, you are the second most important member of an Oronith crew. You are responsible for operating an Oronith’s weapons systems. 

“With your spells, you will either enhance an Oronith’s weapons, create ranged attacks, or defend against enemy spells. Thus, it is important for us to understand how different spells move through stone, and above all, understand how different stone types react with our spells, so as to not interfere with a Pilot’s control. Our second topic of the semester, which will take us the longest, is our discussion on stone and spell conductivity…”

After that, he attended his Introduction to Scouting and Spotting course, where the professor continued lecturing them through the details of scouting patterns and formations. Rangers climbed around the outside of golems, observing and watching their surroundings while picking off smaller enemies with their bows. Though the Oronith cockpits were good, they didn’t provide perfect visibility. 

After lunch, Wulf sprinted over to a different theater on the other side of the academy’s central butte, where he attended his ‘Introduction to Golem Piloting’ class. It would probably end up being his most boring class, as he knew more than the basics of being a Pilot, so he used the time spent sitting in the back of the lecture to make notes and theorize on how he was going to use his abilities to actually make a golem move for long enough to win a fight against an equal opponent. 

On the first day, he’d scrawled plenty of notes, but made no headway, and it turned out the only helpful thing he gained from that class was learning exactly when their piloting labs were—on Sixthday evening.

But when Wulf was leaving the class, Irmond intercepted him at the doorway. 

“Hey, Wulf,” the elven boy whispered, jumping on his tip-toes as he followed. “A bunch of us are going to the village tonight. New tavern opened, and they’re giving discounts to all Academy students. C’mon, it’ll be fun. Like, like really fun. Is that how humans say it? Okay, I’m still learning how to interact better with humans, so I kinda need this too.”

“I…I don’t really have any silver or gold,” Wulf whispered back. He walked with the current of the crowd as they left the theatre.

“It’s no problem. Sounds like Prince Eèras is footing the bill.”

Wulf raised his eyebrows. Considering the Academy was the best school in the confederacy, of course there’d be a few higher nobles. He simply remembered Prince Eèras as a hardened commander, leading an army against a swarm of demons and somehow pulling off a victory. Not as a young boy going around buying drinks for everyone. 

“Fifth in line for the Confederacy All-Throne still gets a big stipend, hm?” Wulf muttered. “Sure, I’ll come along. But…alright, I can’t stay too late.”


~ ~ ~


The village of Arinilka was one of the Academy’s satellite cities, which helped provide staff and resources to support the massive institution. It was to the west of the Academy grounds, still located on the rising and falling hills, but with the shadow of the mountains in the background. 

The sun was setting by the time Wulf and Irmond made it out to the village. Though Wulf’s only clothing was his Academy uniforms, Irmond had loaned him a casual doublet with leaf-pattern embroidery. Its top buttons didn’t do up very well (which Irmond insisted made him look more casual, and was a good thing).

They passed the village outskirts—a watermill with a cobblestone base and a half-timber upper half, topped off with a thatched roof, and a few shacks. 

Villagers strolled the streets. Most were fair-skinned humans, but there were a few travellers from across the Confederacy. They swept the brick roads and tucked their wares indoors for the night, but the windows of their two-story half-timbered houses still shone amber, and silhouettes moved behind them. 

Wulf only saw one Ascendant who wasn’t academy-aged. Natural-born Ascendants were rare, he reminded himself—only about one in a million could interact with the Field, which was why there were so few Oronith Academies. They could, however, pass their power down through bloodlines.

“Just there, at the end of the street,” Irmond said, pointing to a larger building at the end of the street, almost in the exact center of the village. Like the other buildings, its first floor was cobblestone, and its upper floors were made of wood, wattle and daub, and thatch. Chimneys puffed smoke, and a sign hung above its door, reading: The Bounding Bobcat. 

Wulf inclined his head to the side. He’d never really been one for going to parties, and he hadn’t exactly taken Irmond to be the type, either. “You’re full of surprises.”

“Oh, come on, it’ll be fun.” Irmond himself had donned a sleeveless tunic with swirls of autumnal embroidery down the front, fitting for a Maple Elf. 

“Didn’t take you for the partying type,” Wulf said. 

“What? I mean, alright, maybe I’m not the top elf here, but…” Irmond marched on ahead. “Back home, I was a lord’s son, and we put on plenty of parties. Like, elven parties, I suppose, so it probably went differently. But compared to these guys, I’m a peasant. You helped me, and now, I’m dragging you along with me. You can’t just sit at the back of the class all the time and pout.”

“I don’t pout.”

“...Yeah.” Irmond shook his head, then pushed open the tavern’s door. 

Immediately, a wall of sound and colour hit Wulf. Fiddles and lutes strummed in the distance, and he thought he could hear a zither, too. People banged on empty kegs like they were drums, and half-drunk students sang songs, egged on by the barmaids. 

No one was in uniform—they didn’t have to be if they went off campus—and a wall of bright colours flashed in the candlelight. Wulf rubbed his forehead and blinked, then clenched his teeth and forced himself to make sense of the chaos.

There had to be at least fifty, if not a hundred students milling about in the first floor of the tavern, weaving between thick supporting pillars, stacks of barrels, and tables. Some smoked pipes and cigars, and Wulf coughed on the haze. They wore vibrant silks and embroidered tunics, trousers and skirts and shorts, all probably more revealing than they would’ve gotten away with at home. Tankards of ale clinked in their hands, tables shuddered, and cheers erupted from the corner. 

Wulf exhaled, then breathed in the life of the place. Someone pushed him from behind, and the crowd swept him up, and everything blurred. After a few minutes of following Irmond, his mind began clearing. The tension lifted out of his shoulders. 

Then, when the fiddlers began a new song, he joined in, singing with the others and even at one point jumping over a table. He helped a struggling satyr boy pack pipeweed into his pipe, then caught a serving tray when an elven girl knocked it off a table. 

It was like a coat of dust had been brushed off his soul. His body was young, but his soul had still been ancient—up until now. Everything, even his mind, was that of a nineteen-year-old student, and he could have a little fun. It was just…memories. 

What if he truly was a different person?

He had memories of the end, consciousness of the end, but those had been all the Field sent back. 

He pushed those thoughts aside, and stored them away for good. The mechanics didn’t matter in the long run, so long as he did his job. 

Finally, Irmond caught up with him. They stood beside an artificer’s construct—a heap of stone and brass and runes, that slowly shifted as it consumed mana. It projected a moving painting—a three dimensional portrait of arcane-suspended pigment, like a statue, but constantly shifting. 

At the moment, it displayed an image of a woman playing a harp, though up close, it was pretty blurry, and her movements didn’t match the fiddlers’ song at all. 

“Why are you here?” Irmond shouted over the din of the crowd. 

“Me?” Wulf shouted back. 

“Yeah!”

“You brought me here!”

“Like…at the academy!” Irmond called. “Do you actually want to be here?”

“Well…” Wulf shrugged. “It’s not the worst, not the best. But it’s a means to an end! Moments like this, I admit, make it much better! What about you?”

“I’ve never wanted anything more than to be on an Oronith crew!” Irmond yelled back. “I’d be the first one in my family to ever do it, and it’d be a great honour for us!”

Wulf chuckled. “That it would. I—”

“Hey, dogs!” someone shouted, and Wulf wouldn’t have even thought it was meant for him, until a group of Fletchers pushed through the crowd. There were three of them, again, but Wulf wouldn’t’ve recognized them if it hadn’t been for their proudly displayed pins—they weren’t in uniform. All three were Middle-Wood. 

Two humans, one with long blonde hair, and one with gelled, combed-over black hair. Wulf could’ve hit it with a hammer, and it probably would’ve been fine. 

And, in the lead, a skyhorn—a humanoid race with vibrant blue skin, black hair, red eyes, and fleshy horns sticking straight up out of their foreheads. She was almost as tall as him, and she wore a sleeveless shirt, proudly displaying an arm covered in rune-etched bangles. She was probably an artificer. 

Wulf groaned, but his stomach dropped slightly. “Ugh, these guys again.” He tilted his head back and sighed. “What is it, now?”

He didn’t know what he’d done to get the nickname dog, but it seemed somewhat widespread. Now, Irmond was getting it, too.

“You beat up Ferbig,” the skyhorn girl said. “Umoch knows.”

“Who?” Wulf asked antagonistically.

The girl scowled, and Irmond provided, “That’s the son of Lord Umoch, head of the main branch of Fletchers!”

Wulf rolled his eyes. 

“Sorry, headmaster…” he muttered. “But I think I’m getting myself in more trouble.”

She reached out and tapped his chest with her finger. “Watch your back, and check your door. Umoch made sure that we’d tell you this: you won’t make it long here.”

            

    
        Chapter 13: Threats 

    
    
    
    
                Wulf didn’t let the encounter tarnish his evening, but he had to admit, he was curious about what the Fletchers had left on his door. If they kicked it down, they wouldn’t find anything incriminating, but that didn’t mean they couldn’t cause trouble in some other way. 

After finishing off a tankard, he was about to leave, but a human boy jumped up on a table. He wore a silk vest, a wide-brimmed hat, and baggy trousers, and held a mug of ale in each hand. 

But, though he was young, Wulf recognized him immediately. 

Prince Eèras. 

After a soft burp, the prince proclaimed, “The bill for tonight is on the crown’s tab!” He swayed, then called, “To many long years, and to the King and Confederacy!”

Wulf blinked. The mental image he had of a serious commander in a seven-foot golem, leading the Confederacy’s armies from the front lines, shattered. He almost wished he’d have known Prince Eèras was like this in his youth, just for the sake of it. 

But he knew now, and that was for the best. Nothing he could do about the past, but the future…that was what he could change.

Still, Wulf wasn’t one for late nights, and the longer he stayed, the more trouble he was going to attract. He stepped out of the tavern, and Irmond followed him. 

When he made it out to the street, he found that his ears were ringing…and he didn’t really mind. It was the sign of a good night. “You’re done, too?” Wulf asked. 

“I can’t keep myself awake past the third moonrise,” Irmond replied, tilting his head toward the mountains. Already, two moons slipped into the sky. One, pale gray, and the second, a mottled green. The third, a faint yellow, peeked up above the mountains. 

“Like, elven parties start earlier, and don’t go so late,” Irmond said. 

Wulf rubbed his forehead, expecting to feel some sort of buzz from the alcohol he’d drank, but he felt nothing. Did alcohol count as a poison, which his Marks gave him resistance to? That’d kinda suck—or just mean that he needed really potent drinks, either way. 

Irmond stumbled, though, as he walked. 

“Wouldn't expect an elf to hold his ale well…” Wulf muttered. “Come on, let’s get you back to the dorms.”

They walked slowly across the campus, making straight for the dorm building. They arrived at Wulf’s room first, and Ján was nowhere to be found. Sure enough, the boy was probably out at the tavern too, and Wulf had just missed him. 

But that meant the note in the center of the door was untouched. 

A sheet of regular parchment had been pinned to the center of his door, with an ink note scrawled hastily in the center. 


Wulf Hrothen. Let it be known that you have angered one Mr. Umoch. By beating his enforcers and harbouring an enemy of the Guild, you have identified yourself as an enemy. You have two weeks to abandon Irmond and apologize profusely to Mr. Umoch, or we will make every effort to destroy you. 



	Fletchers




Wulf unpinned the note from his door and crumpled it into a ball, then cracked open his dorm room’s door and tossed it in the wastebin. 

Then, he laughed. 

“What?” Irmond asked. “Why? Why are you laughing? Like, I saw what the note said.” He knelt down and rubbed his forehead. “Oh, I should’ve just let them have the textbook…now they’re gonna hurt you, too.”

“They’re not going to hurt me, and they’re not going to hurt you,” Wulf said assertively. “We’re going to teach them a lesson, that’s what.” He had to admit, the Fletchers’ antics were amusing, but this was crossing a line, and if he didn’t stand up for himself, then no one would. 

He just had to do it in a way that wasn’t going to get him kicked out of school.

“No, no…” Irmond groaned. “Just let them deal with me, and apologize. That’ll make it so much easier. Don’t waste your time with me. I can take a few beatings.”

“But you shouldn’t have to.” Wulf shook his head. “I’ll stand up for my friends. And…eventually, I’ll need a crew. That means I’ll need a Ranger.

“It better not be me. Even now, I’m a Low-Wood.”

“And so am I…”

“All the more reason not to go toe-to-toe with the Fletchers!” Irmond groaned. “Umoch’s a genius. He’s already Middle-Coal, and only in first year.”

“...but not for long.” Wulf shook his head. “A Pilot looks after his crew. Always.”

“You’re insane.”

“Tomorrow morning,” Wulf said. “Meet me at sunrise. Puke your guts out, get over your hangover, and then we’re going for a run.”

This body needed to build up more endurance, and it couldn’t hurt to start early. Gaining physical stamina would always help in the long run, but it’d also help focus his mind, and above all…well, he had some ideas.

“A run?” Irmond said. 

“Yeah. And we’re going to gather some potion materials.”

Irmond narrowed his eyes, then shook his head, and stumbled off down the hallway. “You’re going to get yourself hurt.”

“I’ll see you tomorrow morning,” Wulf insisted.

Irmond said nothing more. 

With a sigh, Wulf stepped into his room. He had two weeks to get ready for whatever Umoch threw at him, and he had to make it count. 

First, he took a sip of his balance potion. He didn’t need as much to trigger his aura and open up his storage pendant, since it was a higher strength than his other potions. He retrieved all his equipment and placed it on his desk. When Ján returned, he’d be too drunk to notice, and Wulf didn’t want to waste more of his potions tomorrow morning trying to open his storage pendant. 

Once he had everything out, he examined the bloodwort tincture he’d begun in the morning. As expected, the leaves had shriveled into husks, and the vinegar had been stained dark brown. All the useful elements of the leaf had fled. When he assessed it, the Field dubbed it High-Wood quality. 

Wulf could put mana into it now and turn it into a potion, but he still hadn’t distilled it. 

He snapped the wine glass’s base off, then inserted it into an open spot on his holding rack and lit the burn-box. If he distilled it…

For a few minutes, he boiled off the excess liquid, making the entire dorm room smell like vinegar, until he was left with a thick brown slurry—now Low-Coal tier—awaiting his mana. 

To finish the potion, he used a swig of his luck potion, then fed the mana into the awaiting slurry. 

It didn’t get any thicker, but the liquid cleared into a transparent neon green colour, which glowed faintly. The potion glass vibrated and let out a low tone. When Wulf assessed it, battling against the nausea side effect, the Field said:


Might Potion (Middle-Coal Quality)

Increases the user’s strength and durability for sixty seconds.


[By crafting a potion, you have increased your mana. Advancement progress: 70%]


No negative side-effects, and a strong main effect. Wulf was definitely keeping this one. He let it rest in the potion stand, then flopped down on his bed. When the nausea side-effect of his luck potion wore off, which happened relatively quickly (it seemed that the overall duration of the potion effect would only last its full length if the user drank the entire potion), he passed out from exhaustion. 

In the morning, he found that Ján had returned to his bed, and was still asleep. The suns were rising, and Wulf had woken up at the perfect time. 

He looked over his potion-making setup and considered what to do next. He had an enormous quantity of mana-wine, which might make a decent base for a potion of some sort (especially knowing now that he had alcohol resistance), but he hadn’t read that far in the textbook, and he wasn’t quite that advanced yet. He could save it, of course, but he also knew where to get more. 

No, he had a better idea. 

When he went out for a run, he was going to need to collect some pots. 

He’d be back before Ján woke up, and in perfect time to put his equipment away. But for now, he could leave it out.

So, he locked the dorm door behind him, then ran down to the main door of the building. He’d wait for five minutes, and if Irmond didn’t show up, he was going on his own. 

But he barely had to wait one minute. Irmond stumbled out the doors, leaned over the wrought-iron railing of the front stair, then puked in the bushes beside it. He stood up, coughed, raised a finger, puked once more, then wiped his lips on his sleeve and said, “I’m ready. Ready. Like, definitely ready.”

“I wasn’t expecting you to make it,” Wulf said. 

“And I thought I’d surprise you. After all, a Ranger needs to run, too.”

“Then let’s go.”

Wulf set off at a light pace around the outer border of the campus. He wasn’t exactly sure where he’d find potted plants, or just pots in general, but he was going to keep looking. Finally, halfway around the circular border of the Academy, they passed by the faculty housing. Around its back was a stack of small clay pots, and Wulf broke off toward them.

“What are you doing?” Irmond hissed. 

“Starting a garden,” Wulf replied, picking up a stack of pots. They were empty, dusty, and a few had cobwebs in their bottoms—no one was using them, and no one would miss them. He gave half the stack to Irmond. “Practice your balancing. Rangers need that. Or something.”

“We need to balance ourselves on the shoulders of an Oronith,” Irmond said. “Not a stack of pots!”

“Ah, well, good practice anyway.” Wulf began running again anyway, and with a groan, Irmond followed. 

They circled back toward the dorms, but along the way, in the dimness of the early morning, Wulf used his Mark to spot another patch of mana-infused grass. It was only Low-Wood quality, but that didn’t matter. As long as it drank strong mana-wine for a few days, it’d get more powerful. 

He dug through the soil, this time ripping up the grass and its roots, then filled as many pots as he could hold with mud. Both he and Irmond carried four each. 

Arms full, they jogged back to the dorms, then ran upstairs. 

“Hey,” Irmond asked outside the door of Wulf’s dorm. “How do you know how to make potions? Like…I thought it was an alchemist only thing.”

“Family secret. I’d like to keep it that way.”

“...I guess.”

“Thanks for the help,” Wulf said, then took Irmonds pots. “Now, I’m going to go put my stuff away, and get cleaned up. I think we’re gonna have a long two weeks ahead of us.”

            

    
        Chapter 14: The Next Week 

    
    
    
    
                Wulf placed his new potted grass inside his storage pendant. He arranged them in neat rows along the far edge, then put his hands on his hips and stared at them. 

Sunlight might be a problem, but…there was something odd about the void within the storage pendant. When Wulf stepped inside, it didn’t get dark. Instead, the walls just looked different. But the light was coming from somewhere. 

Having used the rest of his balance potion to keep the pendant open, he had time to experiment. He placed the pendant under a blanket, and the space inside darkened. He placed the pendant on the windowsill, and it felt like he was standing in the sun. 

He could keep his garden alive that way. At least, when it came to sunlight. Next, though, was a matter of water. 

He planned to use the mana-wine to further enhance his grass, but if he watered it with too much wine, they would die. It was red, viscous, and had a decent alcohol content. Too little, and it’d take much too long to improve the quality of his ingredients. He had to find a balance. 

After running to the water basin and filling a flask with water, he returned to his pendant and watered each plant individually with a different amount of wine and water, then labelled each pot with how much. He’d experiment with which plant did better and produced the best alchemical ingredients. 

Then he sealed up his pendant, placed it in the corner of his windowsill where no one would see it, and changed into his uniform for the day. 


~ ~ ~


Wulf spent the next few days running between his classes, making potions, gathering ingredients, and accumulating more bottles. He acquired a set of empty wine bottles from behind the Bounding Bobcat, and he used those to store his ingredients. He labelled them all, overwriting the glued parchment slips.

Water, vinegar, mana-wine. Best not to get confused on what he had. 

He later went to the academy woodworking shop, a small hut near the southeastern border of the campus, where the non-Ascendant woodworkers repaired and built furniture for the academy. Sneaking around the back, he picked up a damaged, discarded shelf covered in cobwebs and sawdust. No one was going to miss it. 

He placed the shelf in his storage pendant, his portable lab, and stacked up all his ingredients in it. When all was said and done, the shelf still only went up to his waist, so he used it as a table, too—and that was where he left his holding rack. 

He made a routine. He and Irmond woke up early in the morning and went for a run around the edge of the campus. Wulf kept his eyes out for any special plants, and as the season latened, it grew darker and darker in the mornings—making the glow especially easy to pick out from the rest of the grass. 

What he couldn’t package up and put in a pot, he simply plucked, and stored in a set of jars he’d found in a wastebin. They’d probably been for pickled vegetables, but he washed them well and used them to hold dried plant material. 

By the first Seventhday, their day off, Wulf had added three new plants to his collection: a wild basil, some chamomile, and orcweed—a hardy plant with large, olive-green leaves that was nearly impossible to kill. 

Which was good for him, considering his track record with plants in his past life. He hadn’t even been able to keep the grass in front of his little hovel alive, let alone houseplants, but he was willing to learn. 

After his runs, he would eat breakfast and attend classes like a regular student, taking notes and studying along with the others. Then came lunch, and that passed normally, too. In the afternoon on his odd-numbered days, he had combat training, which he looked forward to the most. 

Instructor DeLark paired him up with Kalee for any activity that required a partner, and Wulf had initially thought it’d be the perfect opportunity to talk, but it turned out that he just didn’t know what to ask, and he didn’t really want to talk about the end of the world, either. She said very little, too. 

They never discussed their past lives. 

Not hating each other, not asking any questions…just trying to silently glean a little more about the other. 

Not ideal, but then again, he’d figure out where she stood eventually. He had time, and she was still a Middle-Wood.

Besides, as far as he knew, she had no Marks. Nothing that improved strength, anyway. Marks’ strength often scaled with your tier, and that meant him focussing on gaining extra, lingering passive abilities would be invaluable in the long run.

After combat training or his afternoon class, he cleaned up in the bathhouse, then went to the mess hall for dinner. Every day, he sat with Irmond, and whoever else they managed to pick up. Sometimes Ján and Brin, sometimes others. They caught dirty glares from Fletchers and other guild kids, and there were plenty of students who outright avoided them, but Wulf didn’t mind. 

Soon, he was going to put the Fletchers in their place, and show people that they didn’t have to be afraid of this Umoch guy. 

There was the slight problem of retaliation, though. He had to get Umoch in a situation where Wulf was so obviously not the aggressor, and with plenty of witnesses, that they couldn’t expel him. Hells, it’d be even better if he could embarrass Umoch so much that the boy didn’t even want to talk about it, so word wouldn’t spread.

He might suffer a little retribution for fighting on campus, but he needed it to be as minimal as possible. As long as he didn’t end up restricted, unable to work on his abilities, he’d be satisfied. 

As for potions, he spent his evenings developing potions, improving his techniques, preparing tinctures, and reading his borrowed textbook. He hadn’t created anything too powerful, but he’d filled a few wine glasses with a mixture of poisons and assorted weak effects (they were only Middle-Wood), like enhanced sight and a slight durability boost. Most ended up simply poisonous or otherwise harmful, which was fine for his purposes. He could still use them.

A few times, he considered if he truly needed the Academy at all. But, on top of the exclusive dungeons they provided for the higher year students, which granted numerous Mark-gaining opportunities, he couldn’t forget the Oroniths. He’d probably make his own small golem eventually, and hopefully through the use of alchemy, but Oroniths were another topic altogether. A lot harder to make, and in his early years, he’d still need the resources of the Academy.

 And of course, the academy also held a monopoly on high-quality mana-infused food and treasures that anyone could use to slowly increase their mana.

As they discussed in Basics of Field-Based Advancement, an Ascendant could burn through all the mana currently available to them at their level. For a Mage, they used mana for spells, and were at the highest risk of running out. Pilots poured mana into their golems, but they guided it in a stable loop through the golem, and when they were done, they could draw the mana back in. There were mild inefficiencies, and if the golem received extreme damage, they would lose mana from, say, a severed golem limb. 

An artificer gained mana much like Wulf did—by completing constructs and golem weapons, or by repairing golems. And Rangers, though they gained mana the slowest, almost never lost it in Skills. 

But, as Dr. Maron had explained, “An Ascendant can set aside free available mana, which can be stored in a secondary mana core. This mana is your supply that you are willing to expend and lose in a fight, and is highly recommended for Pilots and Mages. For Pilots, an enormous supply of easily drawn mana will be necessary for operating an Oronith, and for Mages, you do not want to undo all your advancement progress because you cast one too many spells.”

All Ascendants had a mana core—that Wulf knew beforehand. He’d never been great at envisioning his, but when he shut his eyes and pushed his consciousness down to around his stomach, he pictured an empty black void-like cavern with a sphere of simmering blue light in its center. 

They were all born with one. That was what made them Ascendants, and giving it an elemental alignment was what…well, gave their skills an elemental alignment. It stored mana, and when there was enough inside, the Ascendant advanced to the next tier. Hence the helpfulness of mana-infused food and such. 

But in his past life, Wulf hadn’t created a secondary core. He’d tried, but he only found out about such a thing later in life, and it was much easier for a Copper-Tier Ascendant to split a chunk off their original core than for an Iron. 

(He had, of course, attended the same lectures, but it turns out that when you’re busy concentrating on reading letters that you’ve only had a couple months to learn, or worrying about taking notes, you end up missing important details. But now that Wulf was better at reading, he had much more time to take in the Academy’s knowledge.)

On Sixthday, after all his potion-making, he’d reached ninety percent advancement progress. But it was also the day that the Academy delivered its arcane resources to the first years. They each received a small vial of mana-infused water (rated at Middle-Wood) along with their meals. It tasted normal, and felt normal, except his enchanted paper shimmered in response, reading: 


[By consuming mana-water, you have increased your mana. Advancement progress: 95%]


Not much, but then again, most Ascendants in the academy would probably be lingering around ten to fifteen percent progress to Middle-Wood at this point. There were exceptions, of course—that being Umoch—but he could deal with those as they came. 

Wulf, however, made sure to keep the little vials. They were only wide enough to fit a single finger inside, but they were a few inches deep, and he could hold proper potion portions in them. Enough that a single vial would be a single effective use of a potion. Ján, Brin, and Irmond gladly gave up their empty vials to him as well. 

But there came the next issue: Wulf couldn’t just carry around all his potions in his haversack. 

On Seventhday, their day off, Wulf and Irmond walked to Arinilka, in search of supplies. Wulf didn’t have much money left over, but it turned out he’d brought a little gold and silver along from his hometown. Ten silver. Probably his life savings after buying the rest of his supplies. 

In Arinilka, that was just enough for a single coat. They walked into the academy surplus store, where rows upon rows of unused uniforms waited. The villagers had sewn and spun them, and what the academy hadn’t bought got sold as leftover. 

Wulf, however, eyed the extra supplies. He hadn’t bought an academy-approved coat (which could be worn as a uniform and not be subject to reprimand) in his past life, thinking he’d spend his money on other equipment, but now, he needed the pockets. 

He picked out a dark green coat with brass buttons and pristine lapels. It had deep outer pockets, but he was more interested in all the pockets on the inside—which would be perfect for his purposes. 

He bought the coat, then, in the common room, spent the rest of the day chatting with the others while he sewed the inner pockets. Sewing was a skill most soldiers ended up learning eventually, considering how often they got in fights and took hits. 

With a thin strand of thread, he divided his new coat’s inner pockets into vertical segments—each perfect for hosting a single potion in a vial. On the left side, he would hold as many miniature vials as he could, and on the right side, he left room for larger potions and flasks, just in case. 

Once he finished, he returned to his dorm to finish a few more potions. As soon as he used his aura to fuel a potion, though, the sheet of enchanted paper on his wrist fluttered, and a message scrawled across it:


[By crafting a potion, you have increased your mana. Advancement progress: 105%]

[You have increased your Tier to Middle-Wood.]

[Please select a new Skill.]

            

    
        Chapter 15: Middle-Wood 

    
    
    
    
                Wulf almost leapt with excitement. 

It’d been a while since he’d truly felt excitement about increasing his tier, but there was something about it this time…just pure curiosity. What sort of skill was he going to get? What would the options be?

His rank badge, still attached to his shirt, changed. A second line etched across the wood in front of him, carving out a line as he watched. 

Middle-Wood…

Before he even looked at his enchanted sheet, though, he ran to the dorm’s door and shut it. The sun was starting to set, and people would be coming back, and he didn’t need anyone intruding while he was making an important decision. 

He walked to the window, then held up his leather bracer and the sheet atop it. A list of three options covered the sheet:


[Botanist’s Touch] When plucking an arcane plant, if this Skill is active, there is a chance to increase the sub-tier of the plant by one. Chance increases with your tier.

[Arm of the Alchemist] You can spend your personal mana to manipulate any potion made by your hand. Control of the potion can take any form you see fit, though you cannot transmute its form or change its state. Your ability to smoothly control the potion depends on the quality of the potion. Cohesion of the potion depends on your tier.  

[Arcane Cabinet] You can store alchemical equipment in your core. Begins at one piece and increases with your tier.


Alternate: You may choose to upgrade one of your previous Skills.


Wulf stared at the sheet for a few minutes, but the choice was rather clear. He just didn’t want to make a mistake. 

Plucking plants at a higher tier was nice, but he was already developing means of raising their tier without having to trigger a Skill. Sure, it’d return most of his mana, but with any system, there were inefficiencies, and he’d lose some. The same went for [Arcane Cabinet]. It’d be nice, but it wasn’t perfect. 

But [Arm of the Alchemist]? He wasn’t certain how it’d work, and the Field could’ve been a little more descriptive, but if he read it right…it could be a combat ability, similar to a Mage’s spell Skills, or it could have utility in manipulating and stirring potions, thereby improving their quality. The range that skill would grant him was immeasurable.

With a push of intent, he selected [Arm of the Alchemist]. 


[Skill selected: Arm of the Alchemist]


He didn’t register a change from earning the skill, not immediately…until he concentrated on his abilities. His first ability had been passive, but having a truly active ability felt different. 

And there was something less…vulnerable about it. In the back of his mind, imprinted on his soul, was an extra ability. 

With a well-practiced push, he selected the Skill with his mind, then pulled a potion out of his haversack. It was a mild nausea-inducing poison potion, faint orange in colour. He took the stopper off the flask, then held the potion out. 

He triggered the skill, directing his mana through his hand—like he had many times before into a golem, or a weapon, or just raw stone, then envisioned what he wanted it to do. 

His mana levels were low. It’d been a hundred and five percent before, which left five percent spare now that he’d advanced, but that was for Low-Wood. The higher the stage, the more mana it took to advance beyond it. Now that he was a Middle-Wood, it was probably more like two or three percent. 

But that was enough to trigger the skill. 

His mana jumped the gap between his hand and the flask, filled the potion, and swirled about in the orange liquid. He couldn’t see it—his mana wasn’t high enough quality or in high enough concentration—but it was there. 

At first, he wondered if he’d just tried to turn a potion back into a potion…again. 

But that was ridiculous. Once it was a potion, he couldn’t turn it into a higher quality potion. He either had to use it, or (according to the alchemy textbook) transmute it into a different type of potion. If he transmuted it, the tier would remain the same. 

And he didn’t know how to do that, either. 

But, if he was fuelling this potion, filling it with his mana and controlling it like he could control stone, then he just needed to…

He envisioned the potion’s liquid thrusting up through the neck of the flask in a condensed stream, like a pillar of stone rising from the earth. The potion jetted through the air and smashed into the ceiling, scouring a line through the stone and releasing a puff of dust. 

Then it began to fall. Wulf imagined the reverse. His mana was in the droplets, slowly being spent, and he called it back into his flask. 

Three quarters of the potion obliged before his mana ran out. A quarter of the droplets, now out of his control, spattered against the floor. 

Running out of mana was like running up against a brick wall. If he tried to push through, he could—forcing himself down to Low-Wood once more—but he’d have to smash through a wall with all his effort, bloodying his knuckles along the way. Ultimately, it wouldn’t be worth it. Not just for a little more mana. 

Wulf dragged his foot back and forth through the spilled potion, smearing it across the floor. It’d evaporate soon, and no one would know—except for the slight stain it left behind. 

The Skill would take practice, and it’d chew through mana fast, though. If all he could manage was a single jet, it wouldn’t do much good at all. He’d need a lot more mana than the average Middle-Wood if he wanted this to be effective.

And first, he needed to focus on splitting his core, so he could have a main core and a storage core, and he needed to fill it. 

If Dr. Maron was right, and he should’ve been, the mana gain from his Class would split between both cores. That was fine, but it also meant Wulf needed to expand his second core greatly to absorb more mana, and he needed to find a way to gain large amounts of mana.

But one step at a time. Splitting his core. 

He needed just a little mana to do it, so, in an empty wine glass whose stem he’d snapped off, he made another potion. He took a High-Wood quality tincture he’d prepared the day before, then used up the entirety of the nausea potion he’d just been experimenting with to fuel his aura. He directed the aura into the potion, as he’d practiced many times in the past week, and it obliged. 


Narrelmen Potion (Low-Coal Quality)

Potion is mildly acidic and can melt wood given time. Moderately increases user’s stamina for ten minutes. 


[By crafting a potion, you have increased your mana. Advancement progress: 7%]


Wulf had ended up creating a few potions with weird names over the past couple days (and that included the Mothwing potion). He supposed it was because the combination of positive and detrimental traits could combine in such a way that they created a known potion with those effects—one that the Field recognized. 

But all he needed from that was the mana. 

Splitting his core might have been a difficult time for anyone with finer mana control. They’d be too cautious, and the slight pain it caused would make them hesitate. But they’d all have to do it eventually. 

Wulf knew the theory of it from his past life. Much like guiding his mana through veins in his body, he could draw it in and bring it closer to his core, where he made it into a wedge. He’d tried it many times before, over many years. It’d never been enough to split his core. Some said his foundations were too strong, but he’d started calling his foundations just plain wrong. 

But not anymore. 

With a burst of effort, a quick exhale, and a driving thrust of mana, he sliced off a corner of his core. The core felt rather gelatinous, whereas his wedge of mana was steel under his well-practiced intent. 

Immediately, he doubled over in self-inflicted pain. 

It wasn’t physical pain, but something deep below the surface of his skin, like he’d harmed the Field directly, and harmed the parts of the Field that connected him and his matter. An itch he couldn’t scratch—if that itch was shards of glass dancing around in his stomach. 

Wulf stumbled over to his bed and bunched up a bedsheet, then clenched it between his teeth until the pain subsided. It’d still probably sting for a few days, but the worst of it faded already. 

In his perception of his core…he’d split the little blue orb. Not directly in half. His main core was still almost its regular size. The slice he’d taken off had smoothed over, and it’d turned back into a sphere. 

But now, beside it, floated a second non-physical orb. He didn’t exactly know what the core was, only that it had no physical existence, and only left an impression in his mind and perception of his own body. 

That would be his storage core. Though his regular mana gains would divide evenly between both cores, in theory, he could choose where other infusions entered into, and where he stored their mana. It might make him advance slightly slower, but not terribly so. 

Once the worst of the pain faded, Wulf brushed himself off, pushed himself up, then stood up. He rubbed his chin and considered his next steps: he was improving his potion making ability, but he needed mana more than ever. He’d need to practice his ability to manipulate potions, too, and gain better control of it.

And worse, he still had no reliable ability to operate a golem. 

That, he decided, was where he would focus. If he couldn’t control a golem, he’d never even stand a chance at moving an Oronith, and mana wouldn’t matter. 

But with his new Skill, an idea was beginning to form in his mind. He ran back to his desk, took out a notebook, and flipped open his alchemy textbook to the third chapter: Potions With Inorganic Ingredients.

In his notebook, he devised a list of possible solutions, and began hypothesising new ones. 

It was perfect timing, because tomorrow, on Firstday, he had a lab for Introduction to Golem Piloting. 

Tomorrow, he’d test all his theories. 

            

    
        Chapter 16: Golem Labs

    
    
    
    
                Wulf arrived at his lab prepared. He carried two potions in his haversack, and one in his canteen. 

It was Firstday, but as far as he knew, this was the first lab for Introduction to Golem Piloting. His section was late in the evening, which had given him plenty of time to study what he was going to try and how he was going to do it. 

The lab took place in a building overlooking the Oronith docks. As the sun began setting, Wulf entered through a pair of doors, moving against a stream of outgoing student traffic. He turned side to side, protecting his haversack and his coat pockets from getting crushed. Aside from the broken glass, it’d be a massive waste of a potion. 

He ascended a flight of stairs, then walked down a long hall, approaching the room he needed. It was an older building than the artificer’s labs, and instead of all glass walls, the labs only had small lattice windows to see through. 

The higher-level labs worked with different Oronith components. There were a few enormous, four-foot diameter Oronith cores, and other internal components like stone-strands, and in the very center of the building, hanging in the atrium, was an Oronith’s forearm. Alone, it was six storeys tall, and nearly as tall as the building. 

Wulf arrived at a lab room on the far side of the building. It was relatively nondescript, save for the brass label above the door. Wulf pushed the door open hesitantly, and stepped inside. He was just in time. 

There were three long tables down the center, and students gathered all around. For the lab, they were all Pilots. They had to be able to manipulate stone with a Skill. He only identified two other Middle-Woods—the rest were Low-Woods.

Along the edges were supply cabinets, a few kegs of freshwater, and most importantly, golems. There were at least twenty seven-foot-tall golems along the room’s edges—one for each student to practice with.

 Wulf sat down near the back of the room, where a bank of outward-looking windows peered down over the Oronith docks. One of the enormous golems was departing from the dock. With a creak, its head shifted, and the visor of its helmet lit up with bright blue light, silhouetting the crew within.

And then it began marching away on some undetermined mission. Probably a crew’s test-run around the academy. With each step, vibrations shook the ground and shivered up Wulf’s spine, but he forced himself to pull his attention inward and focus on the class. 

“...am Temin,” the teaching assistant at the front of the class was saying. He was a young man, probably in his late twenties, though it was hard to tell sometimes with Ascendants. They could start empowering themselves with mana to slow their aging, or, at some levels, stop it altogether.

Temin had massive bags under his eyes, and though he was a human, he had a beard that could’ve belonged to a dwarf. It had a few braids in it, and Wulf couldn’t tell where it stopped and where his actual hair (which was short in comparison) began. 

“You can just call me Temin…” he droned on, repeating probably the same thing that he’d just been saying, as if he didn’t remember. His voice was awfully slow, and he spoke like he was about to fall asleep any second. “I’ll be leading your section for this semester. I’m in my seventh year, in Advanced Golem Strategy, so you can rest assured that I know what I’m doing…”

He continued to drone on for a few more minutes. The teaching assistants, or the TAs, were usually upper year students who had to help out with lower year classes. While most students only had a four-year program at the academy, there were some who stayed much longer. Higher-level degrees, the like. It wasn’t practical, and they almost never became part of an Oronith crew, but oftentimes, went on to teach at the Academy. 

Temin explained the mechanics of their first lab: they were to use a small golem and exercise enough control to walk a lap around the room, then hold a quill and sign their name on a sheet of paper. 

Which, compared to the situation Wulf had woken up in, seemed rather mild. 

But, then again, that fight hadn’t been sanctioned at all. Harrel had been strong, and probably had guild backing. It would have given him practice and a foundation. And, though Wulf might not have had much power, he’d definitely had experience. 

“You will be working in groups of two,” Temin continued. “One to watch and call for help if needed, and one in the suit.”

Immediately, the other students began pairing up. They talked and chatted happily, but so far, Wulf didn’t know any of them, and they all seemed to know each other. 

Well, they’d probably had plenty of time in recent days to learn each others’ names and meet up in-class. 

Which Wulf could’ve done, too, but in lecture theatres wasn’t the best way to meet people, he found. 

But now, he was left in the corner, no lab partner. 

Thankfully, the class had an even number, and farther down the table was a young human woman with curly blonde hair and large glasses. Wulf glanced at her and said, “No partner?”

“None…” she sighed. 

“Wanna work together?”

She gulped. “Only if you go first.”

“I can do that. Your name?”

“Eatha,” she said. “You?”

“Wulf.” 

When he said that, her eyes widened, and she gulped again. “You’re—”

Wulf pressed his lips together. “Yeah…”

“The guy who beat up Harrel?”

“Yeah…”

“I never thought I’d meet you!” Her look of shock turned to a smile. “I—”

“Once you have your partner,” Temin announced, cutting her off, “find a golem each. Whoever is practicing first, please prepare yourself.” He walked over to Wulf and said, “You are Hrothen, yes? Please know that I don’t expect much from you. I am aware of where you came from, and I will try to reflect your grades to…accomodate for your lesser birth.”

Wulf sighed. Perhaps Temin was trying to be nice, but he probably also hadn’t heard the rumours swirling about Wulf and what Wulf had done so far. “...Thanks,” Wulf said, mostly out of politeness. 

The golems were all the same, save for slightly unique decoration. A Pilot would eventually carve and create his own golem, but that would come further down the line. These ones simply had an internal layer of loose gravel ‘chainmail’ and outer overlapping plates of stone, meant to encase a Pilot entirely. 

The golems had once been naturally forming beasts, natural protective spirits, but when they had a core implanted in them, they became completely docile. Artificers and Pilots hollowed them out and turned them into equipment. 

Wulf approached a golem in the corner—out of most people’s attention. It was time to test out his theory. If he couldn’t make this work, it was going to be a pretty short lab. 

For a few seconds, he stood in front of his golem, until Eatha was looking away and everyone else had started focussing on their golems (and Temin was busy helping a pair in the corner). 

Wulf opened his canteen and dumped the water over the golem’s head. 

His theory was simple: Inorganic ingredients, such as certain arcane minerals and enhanced stone, could become a potion by dissolving in water. Though a golem couldn’t dissolve, it was made of arcane deepstone—a material found deep beneath the surface, modified and altered by the Field. And, better yet, deepstone dust coated almost every surface of the golem. The dust dissolved almost immediately. 

He could fuel its core with his first Skill, sure, but that was a short-term solution that used lots of potions. But this?

He just needed to infuse it with mana once, then rely on the supply he’d built up throughout yesterday evening and the morning to power [Arm of the Alchemist]. Currently, his storage core was full. 

Which wasn’t saying much, given how small it was, but continuing to fill it and push more mana into it would help it expand. 

Also, you’re getting ahead of yourself. Not a problem for today. 

As the water trickled down the golem’s form, running between the gravel and seeping into the cracks, he pulled open his coat. He retrieved a Blightvein poison potion he’d brewed earlier this morning, and downed a small vial-sized aliquot. 

He didn’t need a huge aura. Just enough to infuse the golem…

In his study of inorganic materials, it turned out that even if an ingredient such as salt didn’t completely dissolve in water or another solvent, it wouldn’t nullify the potion. The some ingredients could stay suspended, and would count as part of the potion, but wouldn’t transmute.

Well, Wulf’s ability seemed to transmute potions. But transmuting the golem’s form into a puddle of mush wouldn’t be ideal. 

Once the water seeped through the golem’s form and reached all the way to the floor, barely getting it wet, Wulf inhaled. He was testing the absolute limits of what the Field considered to be a potion, but…

He pressed his hand against the golem’s shoulder, then pushed his aura into it, feeding the water in the gaps. Arcane stone dust solution, with stone solids in between it. 

The liquid shuddered, and glowed a soft green that wouldn’t be noticeable to all but the most discerning eyes, or those who knew what to look for. 

The paper on his bracer read: 


Cess Potion (Low-Wood Quality)

Inflicts a faint sickness-inducing poison on the user. 


[By crafting a potion, you have increased your mana. Advancement progress: 23%]


Then Wulf triggered [Arm of the Alchemist]. He employed his mana, gripping the stone, and moving it. The Cess potion moved, and the deepstone solids of the golem were still a part of it—at least, in the Field’s assessment. They moved along with the potion, naturally, as a regular Pilot might manipulate a golem.

And better yet, it was almost the same feeling as moving a golem. Almost. A little sluggish, a little less responsive, but that was also him needing more practice with the skill. Besides, the stone still spoke to him like he was a pilot.

“Haven’t lost your touch,” he muttered, then opened up the golem’s pilot cavity and stepped inside. He slotted his legs into the golem’s legs, his arms into its arms, then sealed up its helmet and chest over him. 

“Woah,” said Eatha. “They said you were good, but…that was fast.”

Wulf gripped the bars at the end of the golem’s arms, then, guiding his potion, applying the same pushes that his old skills would’ve required, he marched the golem forward. 

Already, he’d chewed through an eighth of his free available mana, but that was better than just relying on an aura. 

As other Pilots struggled to open up their golems, Wulf walked a lap of the lab. A few guild kids moved their golem and caught up to him halfway around, but when it came to fine control, they couldn’t match him. 

He might have been a brute with his mana, incapable of fine mana control, but inside a golem, his link was unmatched. He’d spent decades doing this. 

With only a quarter of his free mana left, he approached the sheet of paper, plucked up a quill, then signed his name on a piece of parchment that Temin had left. 

He met the TA’s gaze, and though Temin wouldn’t see, Wulf grinned. 

            

    
        Chapter 17: Preparations

    
    
    
    
                Soon after signing his name, Wulf ran out of free available mana, and he cut off the Skill before it chewed into his main core’s supply. There was a bit of a mental leap required to switch cores, and no Ascendant could accidentally switch, but Wulf wanted to be safe. 

The golem’s central cavity opened up, allowing him out, and just in time. Without his skill to control it, the potion slowly leaked out into the floor, but no one seemed to notice or care about the puddle. 

But it didn’t matter. Wulf had a solution to operate golems. His biggest limiting factors now were simple: he needed a way to gather tons of mana. 


~ ~ ~


On Fourthday, he met with Irmond in the dorms’ common room to talk. 

“We need to plan,” Wulf said. “The Fletchers are coming for us in a week, and if we don’t choose the place of engagement, we won’t have an advantage. They’ll be stronger than us, and they’ll be better equipped. And they’ll probably be after you first.”

“You’re a Pilot,” Irmond said. “Should you…do this in a golem?”

“That was what I was thinking,” Wulf said. “If you can lead them to the labs, I’ll be there, and I’ll do the rest. As long as it’s not too late at night, there will be plenty of eyes, and we won’t look like the aggressors.”

“We…aren’t, right?” Irmond said. 

“Not really,” Wulf said. “They’ll try to spin it that way, though. I just have to make sure that I don’t get expelled, and then we’re good.”

“And…then we’re good?”

“I’ll see what I can do to make sure that this ends permanently.”

“You’re gonna kill him?” Irmond exclaimed. “He’s a Middle-Coal! Even if you could, you’d incur the wrath of like…every guildy in the world.” 

“Not gonna kill him,” Wulf said. “In fact, I doubt I’ll be fighting Umoch himself.”

“What?”

“These families,” Wulf said, calling on knowledge from his past life, “are all the same. They don’t want their entire organizations to look weak, and they’ve trained their kids in etiquette, no doubt. It wouldn’t look good for Umoch if he didn’t have an underling capable of dealing with me.”

“So he’ll try to send someone else to deal with you?”

“Exactly. Probably someone around my tier, so it looks like a fair fight. So it looks like he has the most skilled Ascendants in his little posse.”

“And once you beat up his underlings…?” Irmond asked. 

“You’ll see.” Wulf leaned back on the cushioned chair, basking in the warmth of the common room’s brazier. “Until then, you need to get good at running, and I need to make some more potions.”


~ ~ ~


Wulf spent his evenings in his portable alchemy lab. Since he planned on using a golem, he couldn’t pre-make a potion. He’d have to turn the golem into a potion right there, then activate [Arm of the Alchemist] before the potion seeped out. It’d require good timing, but also, a stronger potion would help him control the golem. 

So, with his remaining supply of vinegar, he created a tincture.

His wine-watered grass was the perfect ingredient to begin with. Over the past few days, with how much mana-infused wine he’d fed it, it had become High-Wood quality. It had probably been close beforehand, not to mention the wine itself was High-Wood. Given enough time, he’d be able to advance the grass to higher tiers, but the higher he tried to advance it, the more mana-infused wine it’d take. There would be diminishing returns. 

So, he plucked the grasses at a High-Wood level and created a tincture with them. After sifting out the remaining husks of grass, he distilled it into a higher-tier ingredient via boiling—now Low-Coal. 

In theory, if he had a strong enough aura, he could turn his golems into a Middle-Coal strength. 

Usually, a Golem’s strength scaled with its Pilot’s tier. [Arm of the Alchemist] would do the same, but it also scaled with the strength of the potion. If Wulf infused a golem with a high-power potion, he’d output significantly more strength than his tier usually would allow. 

After distilling his tincture, and getting his potion almost complete, he had a few vials’ worth left that wouldn’t fit in his flask. 

Those, he turned into potions intended for his consumption. 

But if only it was as simple as stirring and distilling. It turned out, if you tried to stir a distilling fluid quickly and uncaringly, you wouldn’t get good results. Even sometimes, when he didn’t stir it properly, didn’t follow the bubble patterns or mix up the areas of varied concentration, he could end up lowering the tier of his ingredients through his lack of skill. 

So, after ruining—or accidentally decreasing a tincture's quality down to Low-Wood—he stopped for the day. He'd been experimenting to see if stirring quickly, disregarding the movements of the Field, would hurt the potion terribly. It did. 

Potion making was more like cooking, in that regard. He couldn't just do random actions and hope for the best, even if he would end up transmuting a random potion anyway. He still needed it to have a high tier.

Besides, the potion had a certain will to it, like the ingredients were trying to show him what they wanted to be. Though he could adjust how he stirred it, what he put in, and more, there was a reason a regular alchemist had to use certain ingredients to always make certain potions. The ingredients themselves were striving toward something too, and the Field wanted him to give them their purpose. He was a shepherd. 

But that also meant he had to focus. 

For a few days, instead of making potions, he practiced his technique. Stirring as best he could, he experimented with plain water, then with lower quality ingredients, until he could improve their tier through proper stirring and distillation every time. 

And then, only then, did he turn his last two vials into the best potions he could make. Stirring them with his best technique, listening to their will, and listening to what the Field saw for their futures. To top it all off, he consumed the last of his luck potion.

In a matter of an hour, he created his two best potions yet:


Strength Potion (Middle-Coal Quality)

Greatly increases the user’s strength for thirty seconds. 


[By crafting a potion, you have increased your mana. Advancement progress: 32%]


And:


Fate Potion (Middle-Coal Quality)

Increases the user’s luck for twelve minutes. 


[By crafting a potion, you have increased your mana. Advancement progress: 36%]


He’d noticed that each increment of advancement progress was starting to differ. It was easy to keep track of through Low-Wood, but now, it seemed a lot more dependent on the potion he made, and perhaps how generous the Field was feeling. 

Or, maybe, it was just that certain potions were closer to his purpose than others. If a fire-aspect Mage killed an enemy with a sword, they’d gain a lot less mana than if they killed an enemy with fire. If a Pilot killed an enemy with stone, they’d gain more mana than with their bare fists. 

Even if he didn’t have an aspect yet, he’d be working toward one. Upon advancing to Copper tier, all Ascendants gained an aspect. It wasn’t always a broad element, and it usually impacted the Class. For example, in Wulf’s past life, he was a [Granite Warrior Pilot], not just [Pilot]. 

In that regard, Classes could become much more unique as an Ascendant gained tiers. 

On Thirdday evening, almost exactly two weeks since he’d been reborn, he began experimenting with his secondary storage core. Most other Ascendants at his tier wouldn’t have the control to split their core like he had, so no one would expect him to have such a large well of free available mana, but he still wanted to make it larger. He’d filled it up and drained it a few times these past few weeks—once in the second golem lab, and a couple other times while practicing [Arm of the Alchemist]. It’d expanded slightly, and it was bursting at the seams right now. 

Still…there was a way to make it larger. Master Arnau had talked briefly about it, and if he recalled right. If refilling and emptying it could expand it, then…by guiding the mana in and out, not to fuel a Skill, but just into his body, he could theoretically begin growing his mana storage. 

All evening, when Ján was fast asleep on his bed, and all the other students in the dorms had disappeared for the night, Wulf sat at his desk. In the light of a flickering candle, he practiced mana movements. 

It didn’t matter if his mana moved like a charging bull. He targeted his storage core with his will and emptied it, but just into his body. A faint heat swelled around his gut, and a pattern of veins shone blue beneath his light tunic. 

Then, he pulled all the mana back, pushing it into his core as fast as he could, like he was filling a balloon with a single breath. 

It expanded slightly, but only up to a certain point. He’d need more mana to expand it more, and he wasn’t taking from his main core unless absolutely necessary to keep himself alive. He also wasn’t in the mood to make more potions for the night. 

Tomorrow, he’d figure out if his efforts had been enough. If he didn’t win, and if he didn’t get Umoch off their backs, Irmond was going to suffer. But more than that, if he didn’t stay in control of the situation, Umoch would spin it in a way that didn’t favour Wulf. 

There was a high chance he got himself expelled tomorrow.

            

    
        Chapter 18: Umoch 

    
    
    
    
                Wulf waited outside the same golem lab as before—Room 349, in the Hero of Dinnhold building. It was empty. At least, there were no other students inside. But he’d tested the door, and sure enough, it was unlocked. Ready for him. 

Ready for Irmond’s signal. 

It was early in the evening, and though most classes were over, there were plenty of other labs in the building. Students walked past, paying him no mind as they chatted amongst themselves. 

He wore his new coat, unbuttoned for easy access to his most important potions. In one side of his jacket, he carried his flask of almost-finished tincture, and in the other half, he carried his two Middle-Coal potions, as well as a bunch of purely poison potions (though mild) and a few corrosive potions. Not corrosive enough to melt someone’s skin off, but corrosive enough to be an irritant. 

He swayed back and forth, shifting his balance. He’d been on the front lines of battles. He’d piloted an Oronith into a massive horde of demons. And yet still, his heart raced. This felt a little different this time. 

Last time, he’d been ready to give his life—in battle, of course. But this time, he wasn’t ready to lose what he had now. Even if it wasn’t his life that he was giving up. 

Minutes dragged on. Had the Fletchers just caught Irmond? Maybe they just beat him until he apologized for an offence he didn’t give. Or maybe they’d just given up. 

But then finally, hurried bootsteps pounded on the marble floors down the hallway. Students exclaimed, and though Wulf couldn’t see any of the commotion yet, it was coming this way. As planned. 

He pushed open the door to the lab room and walked inside, then approached the seven-foot golem he’d been practicing with in his labs. 

Once inside, there was no reason to be inconspicuous. He ran to the golem, dumped his almost-formed potion over its head and shoulders, incorporating its inorganic materials, dust, and solids into his potion. He consumed a weak nausea potion, easily resisting its effects, then used the aura to complete the golem potion. It shifted to a bright orange colour, and with its strength, glowed bright enough to light the small lab room. 

The golem registered as a potion, and immediately, he triggered [Arm of the Alchemist], taking control of it. Outside, the footsteps grew louder and louder. 

He willed the golem to open. His manipulation of potions had been well-practiced, and it came much easier—with much less wasted mana on inconsequential movements. 

He stepped inside the golem, ramming his legs and arms into the slots and grabbing the grips at the ends of its sleeves. He closed up his golem around himself, then piloted it over to the door of the lab. 

And just in time. Irmond was running down the hall, and a troop of nearly ten Fletchers followed close on his heels. They all wore their pins proudly, but their chests heaved, and their faces were red. Irmond must’ve led them on quite the chase. 

He’d done well. Now, it was time for Wulf to make good on his promises. 

As soon as Irmond passed the door, Wulf stepped out, golem and all. He hadn’t enclosed the helmet around his face yet. 

Reaching out, he caught the first Fletcher across the chest with a rock-covered arm. The boy coughed and sputtered, but Wulf threw him to the ground. Not hard enough to hurt him, but long enough to knock the air out of his lungs. 

The rest of the Fletchers skittered to a halt on the polished floors. Papers on a campus advertisement board fluttered, the candles in the wall sconces flickered, and the Fletchers just stared. 

“Last chance,” Wulf said. “Back off, and leave him alone.” He glanced back at Irmond. “Go. Get out of here.”

Students jumped to the edges of the hallway, and crowds gathered on all sides, curious enough to watch what was about to go down.

The Fletchers at the front of the group exchanged glances. He recognized a couple. Ferbig and his friends were there, and Harrel was farther back—but he wasn’t in a golem. The skyhorn woman pulled off her overshirt, revealing a sleeveless tunic and brass bangles all the way up her arms. They were all Middle-Woods, except for the boy at the very back.

Umoch. It had to be him. He was a young human boy with black hair and tanned skin, well-built, and almost as tall as Wulf. A Middle-Coal badge hung above his Fletcher sigil, nearly overshadowing the guild logo. He wore it more proudly than anything else. 

“So you’re Umoch, then?” Wulf asked, tilting his chin up. “Impressive, for a first year.”

“Isn’t he cocky?” Umoch chuckled. “Well, indeed, ‘tis I, Umoch.” He spread his arms sarcastically. “You’re the one causing us troubles?”

“You’re the one pretending you’re a little underworld gang boss?” Wulf willed his golem to tighten its fists.

“I take it you haven’t come to apologize.” Umoch held out his hand, palm facing upward, and conjured a simple sphere of black dust and shadow. A tiny bolt of lightning crackled through it. He was a Mage. He’d prepared a spell Skill, and was just waiting to cast it. 

Wulf clicked his tongue. “Ah, now, that won’t do.” He pointed a rock-covered finger out at the crowd behind them and the crowd in front, now filling the halls completely. Most were first years.

“You wouldn’t want them to see that the Fletchers were so weak their leader had to rough up a no-name outsider, would you?” Wulf continued. “Or are the Fletchers truly that weak?”

By now, Irmond had disappeared into the crowd, and Wulf could get this started whenever. 

In fact, better sooner than later, because the faculty was going to show up, and they’d put a stop to this before Wulf could reach a satisfying outcome. 

Umoch snorted. “Lee Pott, Ter, Seith? Make him regret opening his mouth. You might have a golem, but there’s only one of you.”

“There we go.” Wulf stepped back and took a fighting stance, then willed the stone visor of his golem to close shut. “You guys don’t have to do as he says, you know.”

As expected, none of the Fletchers backed down. The three he’d indicated stepped forward. A boy with fox ears poking out the top of his head, a slightly overweight human boy, and the skyhorn woman. All three of them were Middle-Woods. 

Whether they knew that Wulf was a Middle-Wood or not didn’t matter. He just needed [Arm of the Alchemist] to hold long enough to turn the odds in his favour. 

The boy with fox ears charged. He was a Pilot, and he activated a Skill. Drawing gravel up out of his pocket, he formed a gauntlet of stone around his hand, then punched at Wulf’s gut. He’d crack Wulf’s armour if that hit. 

At the same time, the human boy drew a pair of darts from his pocket. A Ranger, probably. He threw one dart.

Wulf directed his golem to the side, avoiding the first dart, then consciously catching the Pilot’s gauntleted hand. Wulf crushed until the Skill broke, sending gravel flying, then, holding the boy by the wrist, cast him into the wall.

The Ranger threw a second dart at him, and must’ve enhanced it with a Skill, because it flew with enough speed to shatter Wulf’s golem’s shoulder pauldron and send him staggering backward. 

The crowd gasped and leapt away from the dart, keeping themselves out of harm’s way for the most part, but stone shards and gravel still pummelled the crowd. There’d be a few cuts.

Wulf recovered quickly, shifting his stance, then charged forward. With a single punch, he launched the Ranger into the wall. 

It left only the skyhorn girl, who’d been hanging back slightly—and probably wisely. There wasn’t much room in the hallway, and she’d gotten a decent glimpse of what he could do. 

But now that her compatriots were lying prone on opposite sides of the hallway, an expression of concern crossed her face. She poured mana into the bangles all along her arms (had she gotten more since Wulf had last seen her?) and runes lit up all along them. Tendrils of mana reached out between each bangle, shimmering blue with their intensity, and a copper blade unfolded from the lowermost bangles, giving each arm a foot-length sword. 

“Ah,” Wulf said. “An artificer. Don’t suppose you’ll repair my golem?”

She probably didn’t even hear him. The stone helmet muffled his voice. 

Charging forward, she slammed her blades into his golem, slicing at the damaged shoulder and trying to cleave his skin. 

She was actually trying to hurt him. 

Then again, all the Fletchers had. He seemed to be the only one pulling his punches. 

He raised his arm and used the stone gauntlet to block all the strikes, but his mana was running low. He had about a quarter of his storage core left, and the effort he put in—and the movement to block her strikes—was depleting his mana even faster. 

If he didn’t end this soon, he was going to be mince, and no one would care. 

It was a good thing she was only a nineteen-year-old artificer who’d crafted her weapons recently, then. She left her lower half open. Wulf kicked her shin, sending her staggering back, then gripped her wrist and twisted until she tilted to the side. She slashed at him with her other arm, but he caught her other wrist as well. Even if she was athletic, that didn’t matter in the face of Wulf’s golem. 

But with that catch, he’d spent the last of his free available mana. He jumped out of his deactivating golem, pulling himself out of the golem’s body, then immediately, punched the skyhorn girl in the chest. She coughed, stunned, buying him time. 

He threw open his coat and drew out his strength potion, then gulped it down in a single swig. Power flooded through his veins. He slammed his fists down on her still-trapped wrist blade, snapping them off one at a time. Then, slipping under her arms, he gripped the back of her head and pushed her forehead into the golem’s chest. 

She slumped down, immediately unconscious, but still breathing. She’d have a nasty welt in the middle of her forehead when she woke up, though. 

Wulf turned to face the rest of the Fletchers. His bracer and enchanted paper flickered, and ink scrawled into a message, alerting him that he’d received a new Mark, but he ignored it for the time being. 

The crowd was silent. They stared at him, mouths wide, blinking. 

Umoch only sneered. 

“Now, now,” Wulf said. “Those were your champions? You’ll have to do better. Or, better yet, let Irmond be. Leave him alone.”

“I’ll leave him alone, dog,” Umoch snarled. “I’ll be focusing on you.”

“Well, that’s not very fair, is it?” Wulf stayed in a fighting stance. “You’re sure you don’t want to settle this now?”

It was a bluff. He didn’t have enough time left on his strength potion, and he didn’t have any mana left, but they didn’t know that. 

“A Coal doesn’t spare Woods his effort,” Umoch said. “It would be improper. But let’s see…you have a month. You can apologize to me, prostrate yourself before the guild, and make amends between now and then, or you can suffer the consequences.” He narrowed his eyes. “I can kill you, dog, and no one would care. I wouldn’t suffer any consequences.”

That went for any time during the month, too. But Wulf had witnesses. If he disappeared, everyone would assume Umoch had come to kill him, and though Umoch might not get in legal trouble, he’d look bad. 

Still, Wulf didn’t like that arrangement very much. Another time limit, another duel?

“How about something different,” Wulf said. He’d planned this for a few days, now, and it seemed like the best solution. “At the end of the term, if you’re a higher rank than me, I’ll drop out. But if I’m a higher rank than you, you have to drop out. Swear it on the Field, right now.”

Umoch laughed, then glanced around. He’d been beaten, was on the backfoot, and now had a new arrangement being thrown in his face. Moreover, he’d just been bested. If he wanted to save any face, he’d accept, to show that he was strong enough to win on the enemy’s terms. “You think you can outpace me? Very well, dog, you have a deal! You won’t advance faster. You have to know that!”

Wulf shrugged. “Swear it on the Field.” They’d discussed Field pacts a few classes ago; there was no way he didn’t know how to now. 

“Fine.” Umoch crossed his arms. “I swear on the Field that I will drop out of the Academy by the end of the semester if you’re a higher rank than me.”

Wulf grinned. “And I swear the same.”

            

    
        Chapter 19: Thalin 

    
    
    
    
                The Field trembled in response to the pact, sealing it. 

What have you done, Wulf? he thought to himself. 

But knew exactly what he’d done, and he’d considered this for a few days. He knew how to advance the tiers, and he could beat an arrogant guild brat. The question was, could he, with a unique crafting class, advance as fast as a Mage?

No. He had to, so he would. Simple as that. 

Then, as Umoch and his friends turned away, leaving his fallen Fletchers laying in the middle of the hall, Wulf looked down at the paper on his bracer. Once the messages of [Field Pact detected] and [Field Pact sealed] faded, it returned to the message about the Mark he’d just earned. 


[Mark unlocked: Hoard of Strength.]


He concentrated on it, willing it to show him exactly what the Mark did. At first, he thought he read ‘horde’, which would’ve been interesting, but weird nonetheless. But it was Hoard, like a dragon’s hoard.

He might have learned how to read in the past four decades, but no one said he had to be good at it. 


[Hoard of Strength] Awarded for using a potion to multiply your strength fivefold and winning a fight. Every physical attribute enhancing potion you use will permanently linger after its effect is complete, at a greatly diminished value. This effect can stack up to ten times for each sub-tier you have advanced through.


Wulf chewed his lip. That was an impressive Mark, and infinitely better than the other one he’d earned. 

But there wasn’t much time to gloat about it. As soon as he lowered his arms, the crowd parted, and Dr. Langold pushed through, with a trio of brown-coated faculty members close behind him. 

Umoch had already gone, thank the Field, and he wouldn’t admit to getting outmaneuvered by Wulf, so the threat of having to deal with the main branch of the Fletchers (or get in trouble for it) was gone. 

But he’d still stolen a golem again and used it to beat up three other students. 

“Everyone, disperse!” Langold demanded. “Unless you wish to be a witness for either party, move along.”

Wulf turned to face the headmaster. 

He winced, but he'd prepared for this, too. With any luck, he wouldn’t need to do much. There were plenty of people who saw exactly what went down. 

" 'Evening, sir," Wulf said with a small wave. 

The headmaster put his hands on his hips. "Hrothen. My office. Now." 

"Yes, sir." 


~ ~ ~ 


Thankfully, the golem labs were close to Langold's office. Unthankfully, Langold made him wait for about an hour outside before letting him in. It gave Wulf's shoulder plenty of time to stiffen up from the fight, for the adrenaline to fade, and for his heartbeat to slow. Hopefully, that also meant time for Langold to properly discover what had happened. 

The headmaster had brought along two witnesses from the hallway to discuss what had happened, after all. 

Then the office door creaked open. With a sigh, Langold dismissed his two witnesses, the said, "Hrothen. In here." 

"Yes, sir." Wulf stood up from the bench he'd been sitting on and stepped into the office, then promptly sat down in one of the headmaster's chairs without waiting for a prompt. 

"I admit, I was expecting to see you back here," Langold said. "Just…not so soon."

"Couldn't be helped," Wulf replied. 

"I'm inclined to agree, and since I doubt we'll be seeing any formal complaints from the Fletchers or the Umoch family, I should have less pressure on my back to deal with you. However, there is the slight issue of you stealing a golem and damaging school property. Again."

"If we wanna be specific about it, the Fletchers damaged it." 

The headmaster gave him a blank stare.

"Not gonna fly?" Wulf asked. 

"Not going to fly, Mr. Hrothen. The guild likely won't make a big deal of it, given the more publicity they give it, the more embarrassing it will be. I'd be surprised if Umoch the Elder even hears of this. But if I start punishing them, you can be certain I’ll start getting them breathing down my neck."

Right. Slave to the guilds and the main Academy branch. Wulf sighed. "But people saw. You don’t think any of them will tell the Fletchers?”

“And risk infuriating the main branch of the largest multinational guild? They make arrows for almost every nation with an army. They have workhouses on every continent. They could make your life hell—remember that.”

Wulf lowered his head. “So...what's the punishment?" 

"For a week, you will spend your evenings helping Thalin, our mountainwatcher, with whatever task he sees fit for you. Understood?" 

Wulf nodded. "Thank you, sir." 

"Don't thank me yet." 


~ ~ ~


The mountainwatcher lived in a hut at the north end of the Academy grounds, at the edge of the fields, and just before the ground began sloping up into mountains. 

As a residence, it was humble, but Wulf could imagine living there just fine. Fifteen by fifteen paces was enough for a bed and a desk. Patinated brick walls formed its circular walls, and vines climbed up the supports of its porch, its gutters, and its windowsills, until they reached the cone-shaped roof. A chimney puffed smoke up into the evening sky, and within the glowing windows moved a silhouette. 

Wulf climbed up to the porch, moving hesitantly, and tapped on the door. Nothing happened, so he knocked a little louder. Footsteps boomed inside the house, and a few seconds later, the door swung open. 

An aging dwarf stood at the door. He wore a dark red jacket with wooden toggle buttons. A braided beard hung from his chin, and his long hair draped down his back, hanging over his broom—he carried it on his back in a strap, like anyone else might carry a sword. 

"You're the boy, then?" the dwarf asked. 

"I...probably am? Do you have other helpers?" 

"One other." 

"Are you...Thalin?" Wulf asked. 

"That's me.” The dwarf—Mountainwatcher Thalin—nodded. “Now, let's not dawdle. We have work to do, now that you're here." 

He beckoned Wulf inside with a wave of his hand, and Wulf followed. Inside, the hut was warmly lit. The main room had a small stove on one side, and cooking equipment piled beside it, and on the other side, a couch. At the very center was a table with a map of the campus on it—an enchanted map. 

Thalin must’ve been an Ascendant, because he wore a steel vambrace with a slip of enchanted paper on it, and on the breast of his coat was an iron badge with two lines across it—Middle-Iron. 

As soon as they stepped into the center of the room, Thalin’s other helper stepped out from a room in the back. 

It was Kalee. 

She had her hair tied back, and her uniform was dusty, but otherwise, she was the same as Wulf had seen before. He chuckled. “What did you do, then?”

She looked just as surprised to see him, but she soon wiped the expression from her face and said, “I beat up an underling of the Perfumers Guild. She was trying to extort our floor of the dorm.”

Wulf raised his eyebrows. “Nice.”

“What about you?”

“I beat up some of Umoch’s henchmen.”

Kalee snorted. “Nice.”

“I see we have kindred spirits,” Thalin said in a low, scratchy voice. He pulled a pipe out of his pocket, then, with a flick of his fingers and a Skill, conjured sparks on his fingers and lit the pipe. He must’ve been a Mage. “Now, my plan for the night was to head into the mountains and clear up the weekly infestation of yeti. Have you two learned how to assess a monster’s tier yet?”

Wulf glanced at Kalee. Surely, they both knew from their past lives. In unison, they nodded. 

“Very good,” Thalin said. “Stick with me, and don’t get yourselves lost—or eaten.”

“Are the mountains part of the Academy grounds?” Wulf asked. 

“For a little while, yes.” Thalin hoisted his broom off his back and buckled up his coat. “If we don’t clear out the path, you won’t get your weekly shipment of mana-water from the refiners up north, and they’ll eat all of Chef Kennet’s sparkshrooms. Stick with me, and stay close. For today, you’ll just be observing.”

Wulf nodded. “Doesn’t seem like too harsh of a punishment.”

“Doesn’t sound like either of you committed too severe a crime, and my old bones don’t care about the wrath of the Guilds anymore.” He spun toward the door, then marched out onto the fields again. 

They walked north along a trail. Wulf tightened his coat, and Kalee had donned a cloak. Though the mountains began abruptly, the well-trodden foot and wagon trail wound gradually up the slope. It passed into a pine forest. 

As the sun dipped behind the western hills, Thalin unhooked a lantern from his belt and lit it with a Skill, then held it out. 

For a half hour, there wasn’t even any snow on the ground. Every once in a while, a glimmer seeped through the tree trunks, either up the slope or down. There were arcane plants through the trees, and he was pretty sure he noticed wild sparkshrooms—conks that glowed a faint orange in the night, and let off glowing amber dust that shimmered in the night. 

Those had to be good potion-making materials, but Wulf couldn’t exactly veer off path to get them. But maybe on the way back…

Finally, after a full hour of walking, they came upon a few patches of freshly fallen autumn snow. And not soon enough, either. Thalin stopped and held out his lantern. “Alright, you! I can smell your rot from here! Come out, and we’ll make it quick.”

He was still facing forward, looking off into the woods. Couldn’t have meant it for Wulf or Kalee. 

For now, Wulf deferred to the old dwarf’s instincts. A yeti had to be nearby. 

            

    
        Chapter 20: A Deal With an Artificer 

    
    
    
    
                “Do you see anything?” Wulf whispered to Kalee.

“Nothing,” she replied. 

“Then—”

A howl cut him off. It was almost as shrill as an eagle’s cry, but there was a deep moan beneath it, too, which was almost mournful. 

“And there she is,” Thalin grumbled. “Stick behind me.”

The trees to their left swayed, and a deep, woody crack rang out through the night. A seven-foot-tall gorilla burst through the trees. Its fur was entirely white, though mud, dried leaves, and twigs stained it. A mane of ice spikes ran down its back, and when it opened its mouth, it unhinged much farther than it should’ve, with a maw much wider than a regular gorilla’s. Two rows of icicles formed its teeth, and they were stained red from a previous meal. 

With a single swipe, it smashed a tree, then craned its neck back and bellowed once more. Wulf winced. It was almost loud enough to make his ears ring. 

Foul breath washed over him. He nearly gagged on the stench of rotting meat and bile, but he held his supper down. 

It wasn’t the first time he’d fought a yeti, but the stench usually caught him off-guard, regardless. In his past life, they’d used yetis for training, as they were about the same size as a golem. But right now, he didn’t have a golem.

Both Wulf and Kalee held out their arms. With a well-practiced push of mana and intent, Wulf sent a tendril of sensing out his body. It washed over the yeti, and when it returned, it triggered his enchanted paper. 


[Yeti – Low-Coal]


“Keep yelling, you big oaf,” Thalin grumbled, then set his lantern down. He widened his stance, breathed in, then shot his arm out toward the yeti. The Field trembled, and a Skill activated. Flame roared out of his palm and washed over the yeti in an uncontained wave. That must’ve been Thalin’s aspect. 

After a few seconds, a runic circle formed around his hand, glowing flame-orange as well—marking it as a spell Skill. To maintain it for long periods of time, Thalin began chanting under his breath, barely louder than a whisper. 

But he chanted in a different language. It was some older form of the Common Tongue, and all Mages used it, willing the Field to maintain their Skills. That was what made them spell Skills. 

Wulf, of course, had no reason to learn what the spell language was, nor what they were saying. He still didn’t. 

The wave of flame poured over the yeti. At first it didn’t do much. Maybe singed the tips of the yeti’s hairs. It bellowed, lowering its head, and pushing against the current of fire. 

But it was only a Coal against an Iron. 

After another second, its hair flashed off, like snow evaporating in the sun—but in an instant. Its teeth and mane melted, then its flesh burned away, leaving only a pile of ash. A wall of heat flowed back, singing Wulf’s cheeks, but otherwise, they were unharmed. 

Thalin stopped chanting, and the spell faded away. The rune circle disintegrated, and he turned around. 

Both Wulf and Kalee had settled into fighting stances. 

“Eager, are we?” Thalin asked. “Come along, now. You might get a chance to fight later today, if we’re seeing one this early. We’ll hunt around here for another hour, then turn back.”

Wulf shook out his hands and rose back to his normal position. “Sorry.”

“Sorry,” Kalee echoed.

“Just stay close.” Thalin picked up his lantern and set off into the woods again. “If there are this many, there must be something going on. I’ve never known them to be in the breeding mood this late, but perhaps that’s the reason.”

A sense of dread welled up inside Wulf’s stomach. As they walked, Thalin began humming to himself, and though he was probably paying attention, it didn’t fill Wulf with confidence. He might have the knowledge of a past life, but with that came the wisdom that it was a bad idea to try fighting something well above your tier—especially without a golem. 

He took stock of his potion inventory. There hadn’t been time to make new potions before Dr. Langold sent him off to the woods, so all he had was a luck potion, a few poisonous potions, and a weak corrosive potion. 

But that didn’t mean he couldn’t get creative as they walked. He offered to carry the lantern, and Thalin gladly accepted. Then, he scooped up a handful of snow and filled the empty vial he’d held his strength potion in earlier that day. 

When they passed a tree with sparkshrooms on it, a tree close to the path, Wulf snuck off for a few steps and snapped the conks off. Thalin either didn’t notice or didn’t care, but he didn’t say anything. 

The Field registered the sparkshrooms as High-Wood tier, and these were small ones. Larger ones would have to be higher tier, as they’d existed for longer. 

Wulf mashed them into a pulp with his fingers. They weren’t too hard, though it felt more like trying to crush spring ice. Harder than a mushroom ought to be. That was a product of it being higher-tier, though.

He placed the sparkshroom pulp in the vial with the snow, then held it over the lantern until the snow melted. He opened the lantern’s window and pressed the tip of the vial directly into the flame, too, to heat it up. The water simmered, then began boiling. 

Despite the heat, Wulf held onto the glass and swirled it around. His fingers would regret it tomorrow, but it wasn’t scalding. Yet. 

He tried to listen to the patterns of bubbles and shifting orange liquid, but with the size of the vial, it was hard. Eventually, he picked up a twig and, holding it in his teeth, used it to stir the vial. 

“Is this how you make all your potions?” Kalee whispered. 

“No,” Wulf mumbled through clenched teeth. “My actual setup is much better.”

“Shame. It’s a perfect mental image.”

“You can forget it as soon as we’re done here.”

“Not happening.” She crossed her arms. “You might want to get yourself some proper tools, though.”

“I have…proper tools.”

“The way you say that makes me doubt you.”

“Alright, well,” Wulf grunted, “a quill works fine to stir my potions.”

“And having yourself a nice set of tongs and stir-sticks would work more than fine, right?” Kalee tilted her head. “I was an Artificer in my past life, you know.”

“I was about to ask,” Wulf said, keeping his voice low. Between his song, and the crunch of their footsteps of fallen pine needles and snow, Thalin wouldn’t hear a thing. “I was a Pilot last time. Just a regular Pilot.”

“Now, I’m a Mage,” Kalee replied. “But…it’s odd.”

“Unique classes tend to be.” Wulf pulled his distilled potion from the lantern’s flame, then spat his twig off to the side of the trail. His haphazard workmanship hadn’t reduced the tier, thankfully, but it hadn’t raised the pseudo-tincure’s tier either. He took a glug of his luck potion, then infused the vial with his aura. 

“What was that?” Kalee whispered. “There was an…aura. It sprang up around you.”

Wulf glanced at her cautiously. It’d take many years of refinement to tune one’s senses enough to detect such a weak aura like his. But, then again, she was still receiving the same stimuli, just reacting to it with many years of experience. 

Still, Wulf hadn’t expected anyone under High-Iron to even notice his aura. 

“It’s…one of the Marks that I was reborn with,” he whispered. “I was…thinking, actually. You might be able to answer this with your knowledge of artificing. If I were to use the aura to fuel a magic object…it’d become actual mana in the magic object, right?”

“Yeah.”

“And then…is there a way to draw it out and bring it into my own personal supplies?”

She blew a puff of air out her nose. This late at night, it turned to steam. “Yeah. There’s a way, though it’d take some complex runes.”

“Could you still make it?” As far as Wulf knew, the act of artificing itself didn’t take any Skills. An Artificer’s Skills allowed them to bend metals and feel the Field, let it speak to them and guide their creations, and most importantly, to build enormous weapons and repair golems while in action. 

But someone with a knowledge of runes and materials could make rudimentary objects, Artificer Class or not. 

“I…I think I could,” Kalee said. “It wouldn’t be easy. Certainly not a construct for beginners.”

“I could give you something in return,” he said. “What sort of potion would be most valuable to you?” He held up his newly made potion for emphasis, and as he did, he turned his bracer out toward her, so she could see the result as well. 


Speed and Consumption Potion (Middle-Coal Quality)

Greatly increases the user’s speed for thirty seconds. Grants the user a small stipend of mana. Inflicts a blinding poison on the user. 


[By crafting a potion, you have increased your mana. Advancement progress: 41%]


This time, his additional luck had added an additional positive effect, but hadn’t avoided the negative effect.

“I’m guessing you have a Mark to resist poisons,” Kalee whispered. 

“...Yeah. But the potions aren’t always poisonous.” He showed her the remains of the luck potion.

“Anything that could help me in combat,” she said. “That would be helpful. Preferably, without a debilitating poison.”

Wulf nodded. “What’s a fair trade? Ten potions for…”

“...For three constructs,” she said. 

“It’s a deal.” He was about to tell her he’d have them to her as soon as possible, but Thalin stopped in his tracks and held out his hand. The dwarf stopped humming to himself. 

Wulf slammed the lantern’s window shut, then tucked his newly-made potion into his jacket. At least now, with his new Mark, he’d gain slight boosts with every potion he used, and the more he used, the less physically useless he’d be. Less squishy, more all-around capable. And he could transfer those bonuses to his golem and Oronith. 

But as usual, he was getting ahead of himself. Too excited. 

They had yetis to deal with, and sure enough, a screech broke through the forest—just like the first yeti’s holler, but a little deeper. 

And then came two more in close succession. 

Thalin huffed, then snapped his fingers. “Alright, you two. You might need to pull your weight after all. It seems we’ve found a pack.”

            

    
        Chapter 21: Yeti Hunting 

    
    
    
    
                From Thalin’s tone, Wulf guessed this wasn’t too unexpected—at least, not yet. From his own knowledge, yetis often hunted in packs. 

But that meant the yetis were hunting. Not just wandering the woods, caught by accident. 

“I’m gonna need to find a weapon soon…” he muttered. 

“Yes, you are,” Kalee whispered back. 

She wasn’t supposed to hear that. 

“Hey, you don’t have one, either,” Wulf whispered. 

“I’m working on it. But I have spell Skills. You don’t have anything.”

Wulf narrowed his eyes. She was sorta right, but that didn’t mean he couldn’t get creative.

Three yetis jumped out of the forest, pushing between the trees and howling. One pounded its chest, and the others charged forward. Their pounding footsteps shook the ground, sending vibrations up Wulf’s legs.

Wulf held out his arm, pointing his bracer at each of the yetis, and drew on the Field. 

There were two Low-Coal yetis, and one Low-Iron. 

He glanced at Kalee, then Thalin, who had done the same assessment. Low-Coals were stronger than he was hoping, but most good Ascendants could hit above their weight. 

“Alright, you two,” Thalin said, “These two are strong. It's best we back off.”

An abrupt change of mind. Clearly, Thalin hadn’t been expecting them to be this strong. 

“Wait,” Wulf said. “We can handle it. If you take out the Iron, we’ll keep the Coals off you. I’ll get the one on the right, and Kalee can get the one on the left.”

She nodded in agreement. “We came all this way. May as well do something.” She held out her hands and took a fighting position. 

The yetis charged, and Thalin unleashed his wave of flame, but it wasn’t broad enough to catch all three. As discussed, he aimed for the Iron. Just one Low-Coal for Wulf to deal with. Time to see how close he was to Umoch’s level, if nothing else.

Wulf pushed open his coat and drew out two vials, then leapt aside, dodging the charging yeti from the right. He took the cork stopper out of one vial, the corrosive potion, and splashed it in the yeti’s eyes, then returned the vial to his pocket. He’d still need that glass. 

The yeti scrambled to a halt, scratching at its eyes with one hand while flailing about with the other. But it had been a weak potion, and nowhere near enough to melt the yeti’s face. It bought him time.

He flicked the stopper off his second vial, then splashed the glowing green poison up into the air. It was a weak greenvein poison, but it would serve his purposes. Activating [Arm of the Alchemist], he located the potion, infused it with mana, and halted the droplets mid-air. He held up his hand to concentrate his focus, but though his practice with the Skill had slightly improved his mana control, he didn’t want control, now. 

He flicked his hand forward, and a hailstorm of droplets rained down on the yeti. He put all his force behind them, all his will, and they snapped down in a blink. 

Droplets of poison slit the yeti’s face and shoulders, or penetrated deep into its flesh. It fell face-first into the dirt, kicking up a wave of pine needles and debris. The yeti howled, but it wasn’t dead yet, and though Wulf had gotten poison into its body, such a weak greenvein poison would just give the yeti a head-cold. 

Wulf stretched out his hand, then, with the rest of the mana in his storage core, drew out his last spare vial from his pocket, manipulating the weak poison inside. Another low-quality potion he’d made before his encounter with Umoch. 

After this, he only had his hastily made speed potion left. 

But he’d make it count. He darted to the side of the flailing yeti, flask hovering beside him. It was a toxic-looking neon orange. He popped open the stopper and drew out a tendril of the liquid. If the yeti just ingested it, it’d make him nauseous, but Wulf had other ideas. 

He guided a tendril of poison around the yeti’s neck and tightened. The blind yeti, with stinging wounds all across its body, now, lurched back. Its legs kicked and thrashed. Wulf tightened his wrist, willing his potion tendril to tighten, crushing the yeti’s windpipe with all the mana he had left. 

The yeti collapsed into a heap, unmoving, dead. Wulf’s Skill sputtered out, and the potion scattered across the ground. Panting, he fell to his knees, and tucked the vial back into the pocket of his coat. 

Meanwhile, Kalee was handling her yeti, and Thalin was turning the writhing remains of his into ash. 

Kalee had rolled up her sleeve, revealing a set of disc-shaped plates of copper strapped to her upper arm. Runes ran all along them. Instead of activating the rudimentary constructs, though, she plucked them off her arm and…consumed them. They just disappeared in her hand, turning to a puff of blue sparks. 

The sparks formed into a runic circle around her hand, indicating a spell Skill, and she slammed both her arms down like she was fluffing a bedsheet. A wall of invisible force struck the yeti from above, crushing it and pushing it down to the ground with immense force. Bones cracked, ice shards snapped, and the yeti howled. 

And the Skill ended. All it got was one burst of strength. 

Thankfully, she had two more small discs strapped to her arm. Barely wider than her bicep, which was already quite thin. Still, she consumed them one at a time, using them to crush the yeti with two more immense blows. 

It wasn’t a force from above…rather, from below. It was as if she was strengthening gravity in a patch beneath the yeti. 

On the third pulse, it stopped moving. 

At the same time, Thalin’s foe fell dead. Its fur had burnt to a crisp, its flesh melted away, leaving only a blackened skeleton. 

Both of them turned to look at Wulf. 

“How…?” Kalee breathed. 

“I’m just fast,” Wulf replied, crossing his arms. 

They both turned toward Thalin, who regarded them skeptically. He pointed his broom at them, then said, “You two are strange kids.”

Wulf and Kalee shared a glance. They both snickered. 

After a few seconds, though, Wulf looked the mountainwatcher in the eyes. “Sir…I promise, I can Pilot golems. I’m not just a…potion maker.”

“They’re called Alchemists, sonny,” Thalin said. He planted his broom down. “Say, though. I don’t mind you two being a little out of the ordinary. All these Academy pricks, just doing the same thing over and over again, going through the motions, never doing anything special. I could use a change. I myself never tried to be special, and look where that got me. Glorified janitor.” He sighed. “I won’t tell anyone, certainly not Langold. It’ll be our little secret.”

Wulf nodded quickly. “Thank you, sir.”

“Yes, thank you,” Kalee added. She rolled down her sleeve. Wulf wouldn’t have noticed before, but now, he made out the faint edge of a metal disc strapped to her thigh as well—beneath her skirt and tights.

“Can I…uh, take some of the yeti stuff?” Wulf asked, turning back toward the corpses they’d left behind. “For potion making. Alchemy.” Tufts of hair from powerful monsters could be a powerful alchemical ingredient, at least, according to his textbook, and the yeti’s ice spikes still weren’t melting in the milder weather. They must’ve been unusual, and he figured it’d make an excellent ingredient, too. 

“Take what you want,” Thalin said. “But be quick about it.”

Wulf ran over to the yeti corpses—the Low-Coals, which hadn’t been incinerated in a wave of flame. He snapped the spines off their backs. They were cold to the touch, and unlike other icicles, they didn’t even get slippery in his hand. They weren’t melting any time soon. 

He stuffed one pocket full with ice spines. According to the Field, they were all Low-Coal grade, and he wasn’t exactly sure what he could use them for, but that didn’t really matter with his set of abilities. They’d melt with enough temperature, as shown by Thalin’s flame, and hopefully, become a perfect base for his next potion.

Though…it was sorta disappointing to not have a way to control his results. He’d need to work on that. There had to be a way, right? 

When he was making potions for Kalee, he’d look into it. But for now, he just had to gather resources. 

He sifted through the yeti’s fur, looking for the cleanest, least mangy patches, before ripping it out and stuffing it into an empty vial. Same as the spikes, the fur was Low-Coal quality. 

Once he’d filled up his empty vials, he turned to face the others. “I’m good.”

“We should head back,” Thalin said. “These three were looking for us, and with the clamour they made, I’m expecting to have more here any minute.”

“These are…more aggressive than usual, right?” Wulf asked. “They only go after wagons because the noise angers them.”

Thalin scoffed. “Correct. How’d you know that?”

“I read it. In a, uh, textbook,” Wulf said. 

Thalin shook his head. “Come along. We’ll head back now, and I’ll report this to the headmaster. He’ll send an expedition out to hunt them down properly if they’re this aggressive.”

They turned around and continued back the way they came. As they walked, Wulf leaned closer to Kalee and whispered, “In the weeks before a demon attack, the local regular monsters would get agitated. Aggressive.”

She exhaled slowly. “My thoughts exactly. I was…hoping we’d have a little more time to get ready, though.”

“We can’t have changed enough to make the demon attack any different, right?” Wulf asked. “I still remember where the first was. On the outskirts of Arotelk.”

Arotelk, one of the Istalis Academy’s satellite cities, wasn’t anywhere close to the size of some modern metropolises, but it was a good size nonetheless. And it had been the site of the first ever demon attack, too, in Wulf’s last life. 

One of the sites, at least. All over the world, stars fell from the sky, crashing in the countryside, and slaughtering nearby towns until the kingdoms and empires finally defeated them. But they’d just been the first wave. 

Arotelk had only been one casualty. The world had been in a golden age, at its peak, and that all came crashing down in a matter of hours. Academy Ascendants had tried to help Arotelk, but they’d been vastly unprepared. 

The sight of the destroyed city had angered Wulf beyond measure last time. It’d been the reason he actually started striving, despite his slow start. 

But this time…they could stop it from happening. 

“Eight-Nine,” Kalee said. “That was the date. Second Secondday of Eighthmonth.” Her face darkened, probably the same as Wulf’s had. Maybe even a little more. “We have about three weeks before it begins.”

Wulf looked down. “I’ll do something about it. I have to.” He glanced at Kalee. “You’re with humanity, right?”

“Who else would I be with?” She shook her head, and a distant pain shone behind her eyes. “I…suffered greatly at the hands of a demon in my last life. I won’t let that happen to others if it can be helped.”

Wulf nodded. “I…might need to get myself in the cockpit of an Oronith much sooner than expected.” 

            

    
        Chapter 22: Berserk 

    
    
    
    
                Wulf felt like someone was watching them for the next half hour as they walked back toward the Academy. He counted it as just a superstition, but then a twig cracked in the woods behind them. Softly, and it could’ve been a trick of his mind. 

But the hearing of this younger body was better than what he was used to as an old man. All his senses were, and he’d learned to trust them long ago. 

But there was nothing he could do. Their hunter hadn’t revealed itself yet. His hand hovered over his haversack, where he kept his last potion, and he still held the lantern out ahead of him. 

After a few more minutes, a tree creaked and groaned. Snow tumbled off a bough, and needles crinkled. Wulf spun around, but there was nothing. 

“You heard that?” Kalee asked. 

“I did.”

“It’s still…odd,” she whispered. “At the end of my life, I could barely hear anything. Now it’s all so loud.”

“I think Thalin could use some extra hearing,” Wulf whispered, tilting his head toward the mountainwatcher. The dwarf kept on marching, and resumed humming to himself. 

“Got a potion for that?”

“I wish.”

“I think there’s a way. My granddaughter kept trying to make me take a hearing-potion. I didn’t want to believe how bad it was until I came back to this body, though…”

“Too many battles?” Wulf whispered. 

“Too much hammering metal and carving runes in the darkness. I was also going blind, by the way.”

“And yet you still had time to learn to fight? I’m impressed.”

“You tend to want to learn after a couple demon attacks and ravages.”

Wulf didn’t exactly know how to take that, so he left the topic alone, and instead asked, “You had a family?”

“Adopted a few strays. Nothing…from me.”

He nodded. “Me neither.”

“I sure hope you didn’t pop anything out your loins.”

“Not like that,” he groaned. “By the Field, did your brain turn into an academy student’s, too?”

He asked it somewhat jokingly, but as he spoke, he changed his tone. The way he felt, his mind refreshed, slightly different. His soul had lightened up just a little, and maybe that was a product of his new body after all. Kalee was probably the same. 

“It’s like…I’ve got the memories of my past life, but I’m not exactly her,” Kalee said. “I’m not exactly my old self either, though. Something in-between.”

“That’s…a good way of putting it.”

They kept walking, Wulf with his hand by his last potion, ready to draw it at a moment’s notice, and Kalee with her hand hovering by her leg, ready to draw and consume another of her rudimentary constructs. 

Her abilities…they had to be something to do with consuming constructs to activate spells. But if she could use a spell Skill without mana, then…that meant so much extra mana to put toward advancement, knowing how much mana a Mage gained from defeating enemies. 

But asking the specifics of another’s Skills was generally considered rude, and he’d already pestered her enough today. 

A tree fell across the path. With a creak, its base snapped, and splinters shot out from its sides, before falling across the walkway with a crash. Dry needles rained down, and a wave of pine-scented air wafted over Wulf. 

He whirled toward the disturbance, but in the gap where the tree had just been, there was only blank, empty darkness. 

But he’d bet it was a yeti. 

A moment later, a tree tumbled behind them, crashing onto the pathway and throwing up a wave of pine needles. The pathway etched across the slope of a mountain’s base. Going to the left meant they had to climb a steep, slippery, snowy incline. Wulf couldn’t think of anything less climbable. To the right, they’d have to navigate a steep, greater than forty-five degree slope while a yeti chased them. 

They were as good as trapped. 

And then, with a howl, a yeti pounced out onto the path. It was slightly taller than the others, and though it was roughly the same shape, the ice spines on its back were blood-red, and black markings ran like bolts of lighting through its fur. 

Wulf immediately held out his hand and assessed its tier. “High-Iron!” he called. 

“It’s berserk,” Thalin said. “Not good. Get behind me. We’ll deal with it together, or it’ll tear us apart together. We’ll be alright.”

The trees that had fallen on both sides of the path blocked their way, and would slow their escape, but they weren’t the yeti’s usual prey. They could vault over it if they wanted, but after that, there was nowhere to run. Wulf guaranteed that an Iron-tier monster was faster than them. 

The yeti, registering Thalin as the greatest threat, charged. Thalin, being a mage, infused his broom with flame—as all Mages would learn to do with their weapons and aspects. 

He struck the charging yeti in the side of the head, sending it staggering to the side. “I have one potion!” Wulf called. “And it will increase my speed…and give me a mana stipend!”

“Would it be enough to get you to the next Tier and get you a new Skill?” Kalee asked. 

“It…might be! I don’t know how big of a stipend it is, but the potion’s much higher quality than me. And the speed won’t last long. Thirty seconds.”

Thalin commanded, “Save it for an emergency.”

“I’ve got my fists until then,” Wulf said, and settled into a well-practiced fighting stance. “Kalee? How much have you got?”

“I can hit it three times with my main Skill,” she said. “It’s the only Skill I have—I took an upgrade for it rather than a new Skill.”

“Thalin,” Wulf said, “you can do the most damage to it. At her stage, Kalee will just slow it down.” 

“And you’re a Middle-Wood as well. You can’t front-line for us, son. It’ll kill you in a hit.”

“Then I better not get hit, and you guys better slow it down. I’ll keep it off you, but I need you guys to finish the job.”

Thalin and Kalee both looked skeptical, but none of them presented a better plan. They were going with Wulf’s idea.

Thalin stepped back, and just in time. The yeti lunged. Spinning his broom, Thalin struck it atop the head with his broom, again imbuing its head with flame. Wulf expected it to drive the yeti to the ground, but the beast just shuddered and dipped its head slightly. Thalin's broom shook and vibrated, but there must've been something magic about it, because, aside from not burning, any other broom would've snapped with that force. 

With another swipe from the side, Thalin made it stagger, but if that would've hit Wulf, it would've flung him across the campus. 

"Damn berserk yeti," Thalin grumbled. "Doesn't feel pain, and stiffens itself up." 

"Hit its belly," Wulf said. "That's where its skin is the weakest. I'll keep it busy and get it to expose itself."

He darted to the side, wary of the yeti's hands. They had long, scarlet claws at their tips, but he slid under them, gliding on his heels. Once he passed the yeti's claws, he pummeled the beast’s flanks with a set of punches, but they did very little. The yeti stumbled slightly, probably more in shock than anything. 

It wheeled around, turning to face Wulf. 

Before it struck him, Kalee slowed it with a burst of gravity, and Thalin launched a wave of fire into its flank.

It was about to turn back to the Mages—the bigger threats, in its eyes. Wulf couldn’t have that. He needed to lead it around, then eventually, open it up to attack. 

He ripped his speed potion from his haversack and downed it in a gulp. It tasted like rotten eggs, but he only coughed a small part of it back up into his nose. 

Lightning surged into his limbs, mana poured into his core, and words scrawled across his bracer. He ignored them for the time being and sprinted along the edge of the trail, diving behind the yeti. The speed potion empowered his limbs not with strength, but with speed, which seemed oddly counter-intuitive. He needed strength to go faster. 

At least, he’d need strength if he was using his regular muscles. But the Field bent the fabric of the world itself, and though he couldn’t perceive anything more than a tingle, he moved much faster than he ordinarily would’ve. 

As he passed, he struck the yeti in the back with his knee, drawing its attention once more. It snarled and wheeled about to face him, and the moment it lunged for him, he dipped to the side. Its claws raked past only an inch from his forehead. 

With a gasp, Wulf raised his bracer. The Field announced that he’d gained enough mana to advance a tier, but with a quick scan of his potential skills, he didn’t notice anything that would help in his fight, and he didn’t want to choose wrong. 

But still, advancing a tier always made him feel good. The tiredness of the day fled from his body, and he sprinted even faster, ducking and dodging swipes. He tried to turn the beast away, so it would just expose its belly to the two Mages, but he couldn’t get it to reach up. 

With his the mana stipend from the speed potion, though, some had flowed into his storage core. He had more mana available for a Skill. 

Bending down, he scooped his hand through a patch of fresh snow. He wouldn’t have long, and he’d already used up ten seconds of his speed boost. He drew an empty vial from his pocket as he ran, then placed a tuft of yeti hair in it, crammed in his handful of half-melted snow, and shook it until it mixed. 

There was no time to distill it. He couldn’t increase its quality, but the Field recognized the ingredients, if only as a Whisper. 

He imbued it with the aura his speed potion granted, crewing a Low-Wood tier potion. 

Good enough. 

Calling on [Arm of the Alchemist], he dragged the potion out of the vial in an incohesive thread. The yeti turned toward him, its mouth wide open, ready to bite down. Kalee hit it with a pulse of gravity, slowing it long enough for Wulf to raise up his new potion. He didn’t know what its effect was, and it didn’t matter. It’d transmuted to something green and glowing. 

He wrapped the incohesive strand around the yeti’s largest fang, and with all his mana, dragged upward, exposing its belly. It snarled and howled, craning its head backward. 

Thalin blasted a wave of fire into its weak spot, melting flesh and vapourizing the muscle below. The yeti hollered for a few seconds, before falling still. Most of its body was still intact. 

Wulf glanced back at Kalee and the mountainwatcher. They both stared at him, too. He lowered his arms, panting. 

“I think I stumbled across the two craziest students this school has…” the dwarf muttered.

“Can…can I take its fur and teeth?” Wulf asked. 

“Just be quick about it.”

            

    
        Chapter 23: Yeti's Might 

    
    
    
    
                They sprinted to the edge of the forest unaccosted. Wulf had stuffed his pockets with blood-red ice shards, and they clinked and rattled precariously with each step. He’d stuffed his vials with as much yeti fur as he could hold.

Now, they just had to make it out alive. 

A couple more yetis whooped and hollered behind them, but slowly, it faded into the distance, and Wulf never saw another one face-to-face. 

By the time they made it back to Thalin’s hut, it was pitch-black outside, and had to be getting close to midnight. They sat down at the table in the center of the room for a few minutes, panting, catching their breath, and not saying a word. 

Finally, Thalin huffed, “You two are dismissed. Hopefully, our next few evenings aren’t so intense. I think we’ll go…herb-hunting next time.”

“Sir,” Wulf said, “just making sure, you won’t tell anyone about our abilities, right?”

“So long as you don’t throw me under the wagon if you get caught.”

Wulf almost considered making a Field Pact, but there was no reason to mistrust Thalin, and the dwarf would be in just as much trouble for not saying anything, so Wulf only nodded. “Thank you, sir.”

Standing up, he pushed away from the table, and walked to the hut’s door, with Kalee close behind. They stepped out onto the porch, then marched down to the trail. 

As soon as the hut’s door shut behind them, Wulf said, “This isn’t good. A demon attack in almost three weeks. Would you be willing to help?”

She sighed. “You can trust that I’ll do everything in my power to help Arotelk and its people. I’m just…not sure what that will look like yet.”

“If I come up with a plan, would you follow it?”

“We’ll see.” She crossed her arms. “Let's see how you do with your potions, first, and if this deal works out. And…register for the inter-Class tournament. I won’t hold it against you if you don’t do well, but you need the recognition.”

Wulf blinked. “Do you know how that works? I didn’t…uh, didn’t get a chance to participate last time. Didn’t make it to Middle-Wood in time.” In all honesty, he hadn’t even thought of it this time, considering how last life, he hadn’t reached Middle-Wood in time to qualify. 

“Place well, and you’ll get more ration credits. Maybe guild recognition.” She walked a little faster, and her scaled tail swung behind her. “You can use the ration credits to buy more mana-water and other equipment from the faculty store. And sometimes, they give you a cut of the winnings.”

“Money…” Wulf breathed. He was going to need some eventually, especially if he wanted more brewing equipment. “Understood. Are you joining?”

“I paid the admission fee to the Middle Bracket. I said I’d do everything in my power to prevent this demon attack, so that’s what I’ll do.”

Wulf exhaled, partially in relief, but his throat tightened. They’d have to fight against each other, potentially. 

Oh well, he thought. You’ll just have to get better than her, so you can win.

“Good,” he said. “Then for now, I’m gonna clean myself up, and I need to sleep. I can pick my new Skill in the morning.”


~ ~ ~


The next morning, while Ján was still asleep, and before he went out for his run with Irmond, he organized his supplies. He’d kept an emergency potion (a weak poison potion) on his desk in case he ran out and had nothing to fuel his storage pendant with. 

He’d used up all his loose plants, leaving only the potted grass, which he gave their daily wine to, but it was the last of his mana-wine as well. No more vinegar to make tinctures with, and a whole lot of empty vials and flasks. 

He took stock of his potions he had left. Two more weak poison potions, and that was it. However, his [Hoard of Strength] Mark had permanently retained a little bit of a speed boost from his use of the speed potion last night. It was baked into his very form, now. 

For ten minutes, he filled his two first flasks with Low-Iron yeti hair and Low-Iron ice from their spines (which still hadn’t melted). He placed them on his rack, lit his burn-box, and prayed the phoenix fire was enough to melt the magic ice. 

It was. The ice slowly turned to Low-Iron mana-water, which he used as the base for his potion. It began to bubble and simmer, and though the white hairs didn’t dissolve, they turned pale. The whole solution became cloudy and began bubbling. 

Wulf stirred it with a quill, though he resolved to head into town on Seventhday to buy more equipment. That, however, meant he needed money. And, having checked a tournament poster last night, he realized there was an entrance fee to the tournament, too. 

When he finished the potions, he used his last weak poison potion to infuse them with mana, and they obliged. The Field recognized them each, and, on a faint impulse, he reached out before his ability transmuted his potions into something else. 

For a brief moment, the enchanted parchment on his wrist read: 


Yeti’s Might Potion (Middle-Coal Quality)

Grants the user a moderate increase in strength for two minutes. 


But the ink flickered, and as the potion changed colours (both adjusted randomly; one became a deep purple and the other a pure red), the enchanted parchment adjusted as well. First, the potion’s tier climbed up one stage, then the effect adjusted.

It now read:


Levitation Potion (High-Coal Quality)

Makes the user slightly lighter for five minutes. Inflicts a weak purplevein poison. 


[By crafting a potion, you have increased your mana. Advancement progress: 4%]


Wulf narrowed his eyes. “Odd…” he whispered. He’d made the proper potion that his ingredients were supposed to make, and then it shifted. He’d need to work his way up to a stronger aura again, because that was what was holding his potions back from being Copper-tier. That was easy enough. 

I need a way to interrupt the potion after the tier increases, but before the potion transmutes to something else.

Just to be sure, he checked his second potion:


Bloodlust Potion (High-Coal Quality)

For the next ten minutes, increases the user’s strength for each opponent whose blood he draws. 


[By crafting a potion, you have increased your mana. Advancement progress: 8%]


That could be insanely useful in combination with [Hoard of Strength], and he had to make sure he timed using it right. In a large battle, he could permanently increase his strength massively. 

But for now, he checked his new ability upgrades. Perhaps there’d be something that allowed him to alter the type of potion he made. 

After he let the analysis of the potions fade, he turned back to his wrist, and the sheet returned to a readout of his potential skill upgrades:


[Bastion] Your strength and durability increase for every person within a mile under the effect of your potions.

[Shardmonger] Any broken glass with potion on it is under your control. Uses mana for each shard under your control.

[Alchemist’s Luck] For ten minutes, doubles the user’s luck.


Alternate: You may choose to upgrade one of your previous Skills.


He went over the options in his mind. [Shardmonger] would be excellent for offensive abilities, and allow him to do more damage, but it didn’t synergize well with his main purpose, which was to be a Pilot. Glass was nice against small targets, but against an Oronith, it wouldn’t do anything. 

And he had to consider: an Ascendant’s class tended to evolve as they gained more abilities and adjusted their elemental aspect. If he picked abilities that were closer to a Mage’s pure offensive abilities, he’d push himself in that direction, and soon, he’d stop getting options helpful for piloting at all. 

[Alchemist’s Luck] was nice, but relying on luck wasn’t what he needed. It might help him make positive potions, but it wouldn’t help him influence the type. 

So he settled on [Bastion]. It was the best of the options, and when he was working with a team, having other people using his potions was a guarantee. 

And, hell, they didn’t even have to be allies. If he created more corrosive potions, he could gain the effect just from inflicting poison or corrosion on enemies. It left the most possibilities open, and most importantly, it’d help him as a Pilot, too. 

When he went out for his morning run with Irmond, he kept his eye out for arcane plants, and plucked a few more tufts of grass. It was becoming increasingly easier to see them—as the season latened, it stayed dark longer in the morning. 

By now, they were both able to do a full loop of the campus. On the opposite side of the dorms, Wulf found a set of bushes. 

But…arcane bushes. Well, not arcane right at the front, but farther back, the Field recognized a few plants. They were…oregano stalks, best he could tell, and they were starting to wither in the fall. 

Without warning, he dove through the bushes, then plucked out a few stalks of arcane oregano out, and held them up. 

“I don’t even know how you saw that,” Irmond muttered, jogging in place. “You know, Chef Kennet would probably pay you a healthy sum to get his hands on some of that, especially so late in the year.”

“Would he, now?” Wulf asked. His lips quirked up into a smile. “I think we need to take another stop on the way back to the dorms, then.”

“Right now?” Irmond said. “I mean, it doesn’t have to be right now, right?”

“I’ll pay you a tenth of what I get for the tip.”

“Alright, yeah. We go now.”

            

    
        Chapter 24: Income 

    
    
    
    
                “Mess hall doesn’t open for another half hour, kid,” one of the cooks proclaimed from behind the counter. “You can sit and wait, but it’s another half hour until the bell goes.”

Wulf leaned against the mess hall counter from the main-hall side, palms pressing into the hard wood, staring down at the empty trays behind the glass. In the kitchen beyond, cooks scrambled about, mixing bowls, chopping vegetables, or toiling over the stoves. The smells made his stomach gurgle, but he could wait. 

Irmond stood a few paces behind, sitting on the corner of a table, his face buried in his hands with embarrassment. 

He didn’t think Wulf could do it, which only made Wulf want to do it more.

“Actually, I’m here to see Chef Kennet,” Wulf said. 

“He’s not taking visitors.” The cook, an elf in a white apron, turned away, called something unintelligible out into the kitchen, then picked up a bowl and carried it back into the depths of the kitchen. 

“Wait!” Wulf called. He lifted the sprigs of oregano and put them atop the counter. “Chef? I have something for you!”

A head perked up from the back of the kitchen. Chef Kennet, a man in a white apron and a bulging belly, stared right at Wulf. His muttonchops trembled, but his eyes narrowed with curiosity when he saw the sprigs of oregano. He stood up from whatever he was doing, then navigated across the kitchen to stand before Wulf. 

“If this is just regular oregano, boy, we have some in the garden,” Chef Kennet said. “You better not have plucked it from there, hm? Taking off a whole sprig isn’t good for the plant—you want to snip the leaves carefully, but leave just enough to—”

“See for yourself.” Wulf tapped the oregano. “It’s Middle-Wood grade, but I’m sure in your pesto, you could at least raise it to Low-Coal.”

Chef Kennet was an Ascendant. He wore a leather oven glove on his right arm, which ran all the way up to his elbow, and held his enchanted parchment. He assessed the oregano, then said, “Sure enough, it’s Middle-Wood. But I could raise it to at least Middle-Coal.”

“Sorry, sir,” Wulf said. “Middle-Coal it is.”

“But I don’t have time to make anything just for you, son, even if you paid me. We have a whole school to feed.”

“Not just for me. I dunno what you need it for, but I’m sure you’ll need it.”

Kennet tilted his head, considering. “Where did you find this?”

“There are patches of it dotted about the school. Wild, and hidden. You have to know where to look. I’ve got an eye for that kind of thing, though.”

Kennet snorted. “That’s for sure.”

“You can have it,” Wulf said, pushing it across the counter. “As long as what you make with it goes to everyone, not just the fourth-years.”

“As long as they pay their ration chits.”

Wulf nodded. “Sure.”

He was getting close. People usually didn’t just let a gift like that, especially from a student, go unnoticed…but maybe he could get something back for it. 

Finally, Chef Kennet asked, “Hey, you’re the Carolaign boy, right?”

“That’s me.”

“You want something for this? I don’t suppose you’re rolling in funds?”

“I’ll—” Wulf tried to act shocked. “Sure, sir. Yes. I’d much appreciate that, sir.”

Chef Kennet rolled his eyes. “It’s good stuff, and you deserve something for hunting it down. What with…how much you probably had to crawl through to get it.” He motioned at Wulf with his finger. 

Wulf ran his fingers through his hair and pulled out a few twigs. “Wha—oh. Whoops.”

“Here.” Chef Kennet reached for the coin pouch at his hip and withdrew a handful of silver nuggets each about the size of a fingernail. “Ten silver for that, from the grocery allowance. If you pluck them just by the leaves, they’ll be higher quality, and I’ll give you fifteen silver for the same amount next time.”

“Sure thing, sir,” Wulf said. He pushed the sprigs of oregano across the counter, and Kennet dropped the handful of silver nuggets in his hand. 

“Pleasure. Now go wash yourself up before you track dirt all across the mess hall.” Kennet snatched up the sprigs of oregano and marched back into the kitchen. “Narsir! Fetch a bucket of water and help me wash this!”

Wulf pocketed most of the silver nuggets, but he flicked one over to Irmond. 

“Smooth,” Irmond muttered. 

“I’m just disappointed you didn’t think I’d get it,” Wulf said, nudging the elf. 

“Well, I won’t bet against you again.”


~ ~ ~


The next morning, Wulf hunted down the tournament admissions office. 

It was on the opposite side of the central butte from Langold’s office, and a little bit of a walk away, but after his morning run with Irmond, he had just enough time. He ran up to the second floor of a gargoyle-covered administrative building, and walked quickly down a hallway with massive stained glass windows on one side, which let in early morning light. 

By the time he reached the end of the hallway, he stopped, then turned to the left and knocked on the door. A plaque hung above it, reading First Year Tournament Admissions.

He knocked gently, but the door swayed. He pushed it open slowly. It creaked. 

“Welcome!” someone called from the other side of the room. “Sorry about the door! A draft pushed it shut.”

“No problem,” Wulf said, walking into the room. It was a small office with shelves on all the walls. They sagged under the weight of stacks upon stacks of parchment forms. A small desk sat in the center, and a young woman with frizzy gray hair and mouse ears sat at it, filling out a form with impeccable handwriting. She wore a Middle-Bronze rank badge.

Probably a TA who got stuck with office duties, but it didn’t seem to hurt her mood. 

“What can I help you with?” she asked, inclining her head. “Actually, scratch that. I know why you’re here, right? For the tournament?”

“Yeah.” Wulf nodded.

“Alright, let me find the form.” She pushed back from the table with her legs, and her chair rolled along with her. She dragged herself along the wall until she found a folder she was looking for, and, humming, she rifled through the papers. At last, she pulled out a form and held it up high. “Here it is. First year admissions form, number thirteen-A.”

She kicked herself back toward the table and set the form down. “I’ll need your name. Oh, once at the top, and another time at the bottom. Doesn’t matter if you don’t have a guild; you can leave that box blank. Once I have that, I can fill in the rest for you. I’ll look up your student number and such.”

“Got it.” Wulf turned the form around and scrawled his name at the top. Over the years, his handwriting hadn’t gotten any neater. Just faster. Then, he signed at the bottom. “So…how does it work?”

“Well, since you’re a late entrant, you’ll have to pass the late entrants’ qualifying round. That’s next Firstday. A bit of a free-for-all. Don’t get knocked out of the ring, that sorta thing. They’ll explain more when you get there. Then, over the course of the first half of the semester, you’ll go against your classmates. Single elimination. Fight until they yield—and, tip for you, if you’re losing, just yield. Those guild kids can be nasty, and you don’t want to get any permanent injuries if you don’t have to.”

“Got it,” Wulf said. But hopefully, if anything, he would be making the others yield. 

“As for your rewards? Well…you’ll get an extra two ration chits for each bracket you rise through, which you can use to get more mana-water at mealtimes. And—”

“Wait, each bracket? Like each round.”

“Nah, nah, the overall brackets. See, there’re three. The Low Bracket, where you’ll start. You’ll have to pass the Low Bracket, beat all the other contestants in it, to get admission to the Middle Bracket, unless you want to pay the extra admission fee…three hundred silver. Then you can start in the Middle Bracket.”

Wulf didn’t have that kind of money. 

“Or, alternatively, you get top ten in the Low Bracket, and you move up to the Middle Bracket naturally. And again, top ten in the Middle Bracket move to the High Bracket. Unless you pay six-hundred silver. You make it to the Middle Bracket, you’ll get noticed by a guild. You make it to the High Bracket and do well, you’re almost guaranteed a seat in an Oronith’s cockpit, and that’s where the main Academy branch always draws their students from.”

“How many fights?”

“That depends how many people stay in the bracket and don’t drop out.”

Wulf nodded in understanding. “Thanks.”

“Now, wait, what I was saying about the rewards.” The TA dropped her voice. “Look, I run the bets around here, too. You do well, and you make a lot of money for me, I spread the love around, and you’ll get some, too.”

Wulf chuckled. “Got it.”

“Next Firstday. Don’t be late.”


~ ~ ~


Seventhday couldn’t come quick enough. Wulf went about the week as normally as he could, but he only crafted enough potions to open and close his storage pendant. Instead, he gathered ingredients and studied his alchemy textbook (which he renewed from the library, an hour late), and sold enhanced oregano to Chef Kennet. 

By the time the week ended, he had doubled the size of his garden inside the pendant. He replaced the rest of his grass with a few sprigs of wild oregano, and added three pots of brandroot—an orange-leafed plant that thrived in the off-season. He’d found them out on their evening patrols with Thalin. (They had been staying on campus, tending to the southern fenlands and keeping the wyrmvines in check—a harmless task.)

Every day up to Seventhday, he’d traded more wild oregano to Kennet. He trimmed individual leaves off using scissors he’d found discarded in the golem labs, and each batch earned him varying amounts of silver depending on how clean the cuts were. 

At least, most days, he traded for silver. Once, he traded for a canteen of vinegar, which he’d need for his tinctures, and another time, for a flask of mana-wine to partially water his plants with.

Sure, he could steal that, like he had in the past, but now that he was getting his feet under him, he figured he’d do things the proper way. No need to get himself expelled if he got caught—because that would be indefensible in the eyes of Langold. 

He couldn’t prevent demon attacks or Pilot an Oronith if he got himself caught. Couldn’t travel the world with a reputation of a thief.

And when Seventhday finally rolled around, they headed out to Arotelk. It was time to put some of his silver to use.

            

    
        Chapter 25: Supply Run 

    
    
    
    
                Wulf and Irmond walked down the main street of Arotelk. It was one of the academy’s satellite cities, but directly to the south. 

Of the three surrounding cities, Arotelk was the largest. Its ten-storey buildings and thirty-storey towers still paled in comparison to the Confederacy's true metropolises, and wouldn’t even hold a candle to the larger cities near the main international branch of the Academy far across the ocean, but it was still the biggest city Wulf had seen in years.

And better yet, a city in prime condition. Not destroyed by years of fighting. 

Here, most of the facades were stone, and had either been plastered over in a dull white, or covered in wood beams. Some of the older buildings still had ornate marble ground floors, covered in gargoyles, but almost anywhere he looked, there was a painted billboard. They advertised quills and ink, or carpentry services, blacksmithing unions, or just general guild banners. Even in the daylight, some of them needed torches and lanterns to keep them bright, because otherwise, the surrounding buildings’ shadows would blot them out. 

There had to be an alchemy shop here somewhere. Though alchemy wasn’t a profession that the Academy cared about, [Alchemist] was a Class Ascendants could obtain. Just…usually not very profitable or powerful, given that artificers snapped up the most powerful ingredients. 

A giant mammothtree stem that the Field registered as arcane? It’d be the haft of an Oronith’s spear before they could turn it into potions. Find a deposit of Purple Brass? Oronith armour, or again, weapons. 

But just the thought made Wulf excited to step out into the wider world again. Sure, the first years weren’t supposed to go off campus much, but for Solstice Break? What if they went on a little adventure?

He grinned at the thought, but pushed it to the back of his mind. 

“Here. I’m warning you, though,” Irmond said. “You won’t find much useful. Like, at all.”

He motioned to the side, where an alchemy shop waited at the corner of an alley. Its green paint was peeling, and one of its windows was boarded up. A faded sign hung above the door, but Wulf didn’t waste any time trying to decipher the letters—not for lack of reading ability, but because the sign was just so old. 

Inside was a dusty, dim store with shelves of potions, but when Wulf held his hand up to them…the best he could identify was a Low-Copper Tier potion. And, moreover, they were all healing potions, painkilling potions, or vitality potions. Nothing like he could make. 

There really…wasn’t anything good? Perhaps Wulf’s potions were more rare than he’d thought. As a warrior, and near the end of his days, he’d had access to plenty of pre-made potion powders for pain-killers, and they’d been Low-Iron, but he had been a somewhat well-known warrior and climbed the ranks, even up to the end. 

“Can I help you with anything?” asked the store clerk—an old woman with a cane, who wore a burgundy dress. 

“Do you have any alchemical equipment?” Wulf asked. 

“Why would I sell that?” the woman snapped. “Selling materials to the competition? Bah, foolish.”

“Just the same,” Wulf muttered, “I doubt you’ve got very good equipment.” Louder, he said, “Thanks for your time,” then walked out the store with Irmond close behind. 

“You were right,” Wulf said. He raised a finger. “Just this time, though.”

“Yeah, now will you listen to the second suggestion I made?” Irmond asked. 

“The antiques store?”

“Yep.”

“Alright, but again: what would I find there?”

“You cut me off last time,” Irmond grumbled. “You might find some old alchemist’s equipment. Might not be up to modern standards, but you’re not exactly trying to make medical potions, are you?”

“No.”

“Then you don’t need modern equipment.”

Wulf nodded slowly. Alchemy in the modern day, as confirmed in the potion store, was mainly for healing. Those were the easiest ingredients to get your hands on, and the most in-demand. 

They walked across the street, passed through a central plaza with orange-leaved autumn trees, and took a wooden walkway up the side of a building. Up a few storeys, and past a platform where vagabonds had made a fire, they arrived at a dusty, fingerprint-smudged door. A sign hung above it, simply reading: Antiques. 

Before entering, Wulf turned around and surveyed the city. There had to be a couple hundred thousand people here, all going about their lives. Most were defenseless non-Ascendants. In the distance, all he could see of the academy was a couple columns of smoke. Then, farther away, the mountains. 

“A city this big to service the Academy?” Wulf asked. 

“Well, it’s also the administrative capital of the region,” Irmond replied. “Which should explain a few things.”

“I’d say.” Wulf crossed his arms. Still, there were plenty of souls here. 

This time, he’d protect them—not avenge them.

He pushed open the door to the antiques shop and stepped inside. Rows upon rows of disorganized junk rotted in the light of a few hanging lanterns, and the dusty air nearly choked him. He blinked quickly to stop himself from sneezing, then wrenched his breaths under control. 

The store was bigger on the inside than on the outside, but there was only one other middle-aged man perusing the shelves. 

Immediately, a store clerk jumped out from beside the door. He was a boy, barely twelve, but he wore an apron and a hat. “Mornin’, sirs,” he said. “What can I do for two fine academy gentlemen?”

“We…” Wulf didn’t even know where to begin. There was so much mismatched junk on the shelves, so colourful, that identifying where to start seemed like his most daunting task yet. There were old leather-bound books, brass trinkets, some swords and spears, Ascendant bracers that were decades out of fashion…

Thankfully, Irmond piped up, “We’re looking for old alchemy trinkets. It’s for my father’s collection, you see.”

“Ah, right this way!” the boy chirped, then scampered off between a pair of shelves. 

As they followed him, Wulf whispered to Irmond, “You do a good guild asshole accent.”

“I’ve had practice,” Irmond whispered back. 

Wulf had to constantly remind himself that Irmond was technically a lord-presumptive. The way he behaved, though, wasn’t really like any other lords Wulf had met. 

They reached the end of the row, and the boy motioned at the shelves. “Here’s our alchemy stuff.”

Wulf scanned up and down the shelves. It was in the back corner of the store, poorly lit, but he could still make out most of the equipment. There was a wrought-iron potion rack, whose clamps would keep the potions more stable and could handle higher heats—not to mention hold more potions at once. Wulf blew the dust off it and tucked it under his shoulder. 

Beside it was a set of glass stir-sticks. Light, and with a faint enchantment on them. According to the Field:


Stir-Stick (Low-Coal Quality)

Will not break when dropped. Will not create excess air bubbles in fluids. 


Perfect. Wulf bundled them up in twine. 

Next, amongst a pile of illegible alchemy leaflets, Wulf uncovered a small mesh box with grey ashes and fluffy inside. A better burn-box. He tapped the side a few times, dislodging some of the ash, and revealing a pile of fluffy, glowing orange feathers. Phoenix down, not just dust. Not to mention, the box would directly touch the bottom of a flask in his new rack, conducting heat to the potions better. It wasn’t enchanted, but it didn’t need to be. 

He shifted the ashes to cover the phoenix down once more, hiding it from sight. 

“Do you have any transmutation catalysts?” Wulf asked. 

Those, he’d read about in his textbook, and it gave him an idea. Normal alchemists would use a skill to transmute regular materials into something more arcane, but usually, they had a catalyst-slip to speed up the process. 

But the textbook had been very specific: he wasn’t to use the catalyst-slips backward, or they’d completely stall the process. 

He could use that to his advantage in certain circumstances. 

“I…think,” the clerk boy said. He scrambled around the side of the shelf, then disappeared out of sight. A moment later, he returned with a wooden box. “Here.” He hoisted it open, revealing a box full of tiny parchment slips. Instead of Common Tongue, they had runes scrawled all across them. 

Wulf picked up the box. They looked exactly like the book had described. Regularly, he’d pin them to whatever he wanted to transmute, and funnel a Skill through them, and it’d speed up the process. But he had other plans for them. 

“Thanks,” he said. “Where do we pay?”

The boy led them to a desk near the doorway, where a middle aged man sat in a chair, leaning back, snoring softly. 

“Da,” the boy said. “We’ve got customers.”

“Hrk—hm?” The man sat up and rubbed his nose, then rubbed his eyes and took in the sight. “Two Academy kids, hm?”

Wulf placed his new equipment down on the counter. “How much for this? In silver, preferably.”

“This junk?” The man scratched his beard. “Four—fifty. Fifty silver.”

“Forty-three?” Wulf tried. He could go a little higher if he had to, but he only had forty nine silver, and didn’t want to look like he was ripping the guy off by starting with his final price. 

“Yeah, sure, sold.”

“Oh.” Wulf blinked. “You’re the owner, right?”

“Yessir.”

“Do you know much about this stuff?”

“Alchemy equipment from ages ago, kid,” the man said. “Alchemy went out of fashion when the last descendant of Panne, the great ‘chemist disappeared. Called him Jor…or something like that. People stopped trying for alchemy Classes, ‘cause really, it was hard to advance the class. Why? You thinking of becoming an alchemist and throwing away your future?”

Wulf laughed softly. “Just a collector, sir." He fished around his pocket and counted out forty-three silver pieces. “You can count it.”

“I believe you.”

“Thanks, then.” He dipped his head, hoisted up his equipment, and carried it out of the shop. 

With this, he could finally control his abilities. If he wanted to make a specific potion, if he had the right ingredients, he could. If he wanted to randomize his results, he could too. 

It was time to fulfill his side of the bargain with Kalee. 

            

    
        Chapter 26: Potion Distribution 

    
    
    
    
                Wulf brought his new equipment back to the dorms and set it up. Kalee needed potions to help her in combat, and he could make those, now. Overnight, he’d soaked the Low-Coal yeti hairs in vinegar, creating a highly-concentrated tincture that was already at High-Coal when he got to it. 

Watering it down would normally lower its quality, but he needed to split it across twelve vials (ten for Kalee, two for himself), and he only had so much tincture. Having a mouse-sized sip in each vial wouldn’t do any good, either. 

But, thankfully, mana-water didn’t dilute the strength of potions.

So, testing out his new burn-box, he melted down the yeti’s ice spikes into mana water, then distributed it evenly, before adding yeti-fur-tincture evenly into each vial. His new rack could hold twelve vials, and he filled them all nearly to the brim. They turned a pale gray—the vinegar had nearly completely disintegrated the yeti hairs. 

He shuddered, thinking about how bad they would taste, but Kalee had probably dealt with worse. 

Then he began distilling them. With the burn-box right beneath the first flask, phoenix down simmering, he stirred until the mixture thickened—this time, with a glass stir-stick. Already, it worked better than a quill. Created less bubbles, and in fact, ended up destroying plenty of bubbles, too, given the stir-stick’s enchantments. 

Before his abilities took effect, he’d raised the potion to a Middle-Copper Tier. But, instead of activating the potion, he waited. He still had a flask with a High-Coal poison potion from earlier in the week, which held enough potion to activate his aura and activate all the potions at once. 

So he repeated the process, bringing all twelve vials to near-completion—to Middle-Copper Tier. He could raise them one more if he did this right, but he’d have to apply his catalyst slips quickly. 

Bringing his box of catalyst slips over, he cracked it open, ready. Then, he gulped down the poison potion as quickly as he could. It was a nausea potion, and he nearly puked his guts out instantly. He probably would’ve if not for his resistance Mark. 

Once he had the nausea under control, he guided his aura into each and every one of the potions, until they all began changing. Then, as quickly as he could, he sealed all the catalyst slips to the vials with a patch of clay (stolen from the garden). He made sure to put them on backward.

Some, he put on too soon, and though the potion activated, he failed to raise it a Tier with his ability. But for half of them, he raised them to High-Copper. 

But, best of all, none of them transmuted.

Twelve messages scrawled across his enchanted paper on his bracer, alerting him that he’d completed a bunch of potions. The last message read:


Yeti’s Might Potion (High-Copper Quality)

Grants the user a middling increase in strength for two minutes. 


[By crafting a potion, you have increased your mana. Advancement progress: 50%]


“Excellent,” Wulf muttered. “One present for Kalee, coming up.”

For the rest of his Seventhday, he hung out around the dorms with Ján and Brin, and went on another run with Irmond. Secretly, Wulf was hoping to encounter Kalee somewhere, but he had no such luck. 

Still, he’d find her at combat training tomorrow. It could wait a day. 

When he and Irmond returned to the dorms, they spent the evening in the common room, sitting beside the brazier with Ján and Brin. The three of them spoke much more than he did, but he eventually offered a couple inputs. He was socially drained from the day’s activities. 

Plus, the upcoming demon attack put a damper on his mood. An old memory blasted through his mind—of standing at the edge of a crater, looking over the ruins of Arotelk, Ján and Brin by his side. 

None of them had been star students, and they hadn’t striven to be on an Oronith crew before the attack. It changed everything, though. Even many years after the attack, the anger remained, and they agreed to help out in his crew. 

But last time, he’d been the reason they lost their innocence. They hadn’t been prime Oronith crew material. He hadn’t needed to drag them down with him.

If he stopped the demon attack, none of that would happen. They could be normal acquaintances, but he wasn’t pulling Ján and Brin into it again. He’d seen them die once. Not again. 

Irmond, though? He was a lot more driven. He wanted it. The boy was ranger material. Well, if he wanted to come, if he truly wanted to crew an Oronith, Wulf wouldn’t object. 


~ ~ ~


The next day, at the end of his last lecture—Introduction to Artificing—the professor was going off on a tangent, and Wulf was anxious to leave. The sooner he left, the sooner he could eat lunch, and the sooner he could make it to combat training. 

“...Which is where the origin of the main four Classes came from,” said Dr. Ysari—a younger man with bronze skin and ram horns sloping along the back of his head. “Four millennia ago, when the demon war scoured the world’s surface, the Fieldfather—the most powerful wizard of that early age—created the Field. His four initial Classes—Warrior (later Pilot), Mage, Ranger, and Artificer—he believed, were the optimal classes for Ascendants. 

“So! Though Artificing has long been considered the least important of the four Classes, remember that the Fieldfather thought differently—and we have done wonderful things as Artificers, no? Without our weapons, the Oroniths would be fighting hand-to-hand.

“Of course, now, there are many more than four Classes, but receiving anything other than the main four at Awakening is incredibly rare…”

Finally, with a sigh, he added, “Dismissed.”

Wulf, who’d been sitting near the back of the theater, at the edge of a row, bolted to his feet and walked to the door, then ran outside. 

He scarfed down lunch at the mess hall, changed into his gym clothes, then ran to the training gym. He only had to wait a few minutes before training began. 

Immediately, Instructor DeLark paired them off—they’d be practicing rolls and throws today. Wulf tapped his foot inside his boot, waiting. 

Finally, with a pained sigh, DeLark paired Wulf off with Kalee. “You two are about the only ones good enough to be with each other, anyway. And High-Woods, the both of you.”

Sure enough, sometime over the weekend, Kalee had advanced to a High-Wood, too. Her badge now had three notches through its center. 

But today, she looked more serious than normal. Sure, she never really smiled, but her stare was more intense, her braid was tighter. She’d tied her shirt back with a spare hair-tie, keeping it out of the way. Her consumable constructs were nowhere to be seen. 

“Am I in for a beating?” Wulf whispered. 

“Depends how well you do.”

He chuckled. “Don’t worry. I’ll give it my all. But we need to talk after training.”

“I’m not sure if I like the sound of that,” she said, thrashing her tail.

“It’s not bad.”

“Can you tell me what it is?”

“No.”

She sighed. 

The session went about as expected up until the end. Wulf tried his hardest, as did Kalee, and they remained even. DeLark taught a repertoire of throws and rolls that Wulf and Kalee both already knew, then let them practice on their partner. But, within the last five minutes, he announced, “Practice! Use what you learned today, and grapple your partner into submission.”

Wulf tightened his fist. Some of the potions he’d consumed over the past weeks had been strength-enhancing, and though their main effect had worn off, his Mark made parts of them linger as his base strength. Plus, he had a little bit of extra speed from the yeti-hunting expedition. 

His muscles hadn’t gotten any larger, not from his strength enhancing, but it didn’t matter. The Field didn’t work like that. An Ascendant could grow stronger without looking the part, though often, the two went hand-in-hand. 

But this life, he had no plans on bulking up too much. 

When DeLark signalled them to start, Wulf darted to the side. For the first time, he tested his speed in a true fight. He wasn’t significantly faster than Kalee, but he was faster. Her face still read of shock when he dipped to the side, dodging her outstretched arms. 

They grappled for a few minutes, throwing each other, and neither tried any direct strikes, not like a punch or a kick. Though Wulf was significantly bigger, Kalee must’ve gotten a Mark to increase her physical strength, too. With the right technique, she still managed to throw him a few times. 

By the time the session ended, neither had come out as a clear victor, but DeLark looked at both of them and gave a respectful nod today. It was as much of an acknowledgement as any, Wulf supposed. 

As the students filed out of the gym, Wulf motioned for Kalee to follow. He brought his haversack outside, then walked around the side of the gym, where no one would see, then opened the pouch. 

“I have your potions,” he said, then presented her with ten potions: four High-Copper Tier, six Middle-Copper. “Use them wisely.”

“Are these all…yeti potions?” She winced. 

“Yes.”

“You found a way to control your output?”

“Yes.” He picked up a potion and handed it to her, and she assessed it with her bracer. “By the Fieldfather, Wulf! This is High-Copper!”

“Keep your voice low.”

“Sorry,” she muttered. “Now I don’t feel like I’m getting the bad end of this deal.”

“They’re not all High-Copper,” he said. “Some are Middle.”

“All the same, I was thinking I might be trying a little too hard, considering how it seemed like the constructs I was making for you would turn out.” She lowered her head. “Then, I apologize for doubting you. I’ll have my end of our bargain done by the end of the day.”

“Thanks,” he said, then handed her the rest of the potions. In the bottom of his bag, the only object left was the pouch of Master Arnau’s ashes. 

Kalee raised her eyebrows at the sight. She saw it too. 

Wulf pulled the haversack shut quickly, but it wouldn’t help. 

“Was that…from the future?” she whispered. “That was demonleather. Unless it came from a couple thousand years ago, and somehow didn’t decay.”

Wulf nodded. “I’d appreciate it if you kept that quiet.”

“I will. We both have our secrets.”

“Thanks.” He pulled his haversack over his shoulder, then said, “The attack is gonna be sooner than we know. Even though we’re trying to help…perhaps we should warn someone. What if we could get the faculty to help us?”

It was a long shot, but they’d need all the help they could get.

“Better yet,” she said, “some crews from the central branch are coming in a few days to give a demonstration for the first year students. Supposed to motivate us. Their professors will be…Gold-Tier. Maybe more. And they’ll be here a little while. If we can get the idea in one of their heads?”

“That didn’t happen in our last life…” Wulf remarked.

“It sounds like Dr. Langold, Thalin, and some others went and reported that this generation has some especially promising students, and the central branch is always looking to scoop up pupils from the smaller branches.”

“It’s a plan, then,” Wulf said. “And I’ve got a tournament fight to attend. See you during the demonstration in a few days, then?”

“I’ll be there.”

            

    
        Chapter 27: Qualifying Round 

    
    
    
    
                That evening, after winding down for a couple hours in the dorms’ common room, Wulf returned to his room, planning to make a few potions, then sleep. 

But when he opened the door, a small box awaited him. He narrowed his eyes, then picked it up and carried it over to the desk. A note had been pinned to the top: For Wulf. From Kalee. Thanks for the potions.

“She broke in, then,” he muttered. There was no sign of tampering with the door, and the worst part was that he hadn’t even told her which dorm was his. 

Or perhaps Ján let her in, but given the boy was still in the common room, and Wulf had been with him for the past few hours, that was unlikely. 

Still, he could hope about what was in the box. 

With a wince, he lifted the lid, unsure what to expect. 

Inside lay three fist-sized iron spheres with lines of runes along their outside. They had two hemispheres, which swivelled at the center. Suddenly, he wasn’t very tired at all.

He smiled at the sight, then assessed the quality: 


Inactive Arcane Construct: Mana Well (Low-Bronze Quality)

Stores mana for up to two months. Maximum storage: three mana stipends. 


Creator’s note: Align the hemispheres to fill it using your aura, and twist the runes out of alignment to empty it.


Each was the same. They were about twice as heavy as they should’ve been, and he was somewhat curious what was inside them, but he didn’t want to break them. No, it was time to check if the hypothesis about mana storage constructs worked—that meant using them.

“Thanks, Kalee,” he whispered, even though he was alone in his room, then quickly, brewed a simple, random-result potion with his ingredients. It came out as a magenta flesh-regeneration potion—for healing wounds. As usual, it had a slight side-effect: blindness. 

A regeneration potion would leave a nasty scar at this low level, worse than if the user let a wound heal naturally, but it’d heal fast. It also couldn’t regenerate lost limbs—the Field no longer recognized those as part of your body. 

But he just needed it for the aura. It was Low-Coal, but that’d be enough. 

He downed it in a few gulps, then directed his aura into the three constructs. The lines of runes across their surfaces flared bright blue. He twisted each hemisphere so that all the rune-lines matched, making cohesive patterns across the surface of the sphere. They’d store mana for an Ascendant.

All three orbs began hovering. Shuddering, they rose out of the box, then hovered in the air around him, buoyed by the currents of his aura. A single bright blue line lit up a notch near their top—not a rune as best he could tell. The notch had only filled up about an eighth of the way, but was slowly ticking up. 

He walked over to his bed and sat down, then directed more aura into the orbs. The Field considered them magic objects and it considered filling them with mana as using them. Therefore…he was essentially forcing the Field to create mana in order to fill them. Regular Ascendants had to spend mana to activate magical objects, but not with Wulf’s abilities

They didn’t fill up instantly, not like him empowering a potion, but they were taking his aura and converting it to mana. 

Finally, after a few minutes, when his aura sputtered out, the orbs fell back into the box with a clank. He hopped over and picked them up. The line on the top still glowed, signalling that they were about a quarter full, but the rest of the runes fell dim. 

Now…if he could just withdraw the mana from each of them. 

He picked up an orb and twisted the runes out of alignment. A puff of blue sparks shot out the top, and the bottom heated up. In an instant, a burst of power shot into his wrist, and his muscles all tightened in unison, clenching the orb tighter than usual. He winced and hissed in pain, but the power kept flowing. 

It was like the pain he’d felt when splitting his core, except all throughout the veins of his arm. A lot of mana was flowing in toward his core, more than was supposed to be moving through his arm. 

It felt like an eternity while it lasted, but it was probably only a few seconds before the mana flow ended.

He concentrated on his cores. He’d never gotten too good at telling when his main core was ready to advance just by sensing it, but mana was flowing into it, that much he could tell.

Still, the more important angle was his storage core. That one was much easier to tell how full it was. 

It was bursting at the seams. 

Energy pulsed through it, each time making it grow slightly. He pushed the mana in and out of the storage core until it’d expanded enough to hold mana comfortably. 

The theory was simple: effectively, he was manipulating the Field to create mana out of nothing. He started with a potion, continually upscaling his efforts. He drank a potion that he’d created with aura, which grew a stage stronger than it regularly would and let him increase the strength of his next aura. 

Then he triggered the mana storage constructs, “fuelling” them—which was more like trapping mana within them. Turning the aura from just a buff the Field gave him into actual mana. 

And then when he drew it out, it became his. 

With that, as long as he could expand his storage core and withstand the phantom pains of absorbing too much mana, he could create a well of mana big enough to power anything for a long, long time. 

That included giant golems. Oroniths.

Outside, the sun had completely set by now. It didn’t feel like it, but he’d probably been in his room for about an hour. But Ján still wasn’t back, and that meant there was time to keep working on his abilities. 

He’d drain the other two cores, and for as much time as he had left, he’d work on expanding his storage core. He needed a well greater than any other Pilot had before him

The challenge…well, it sounded enticing. 


~ ~ ~


When it came time for Wulf’s tournament qualifying fight, he was ready. 

The fight took place on the southern reaches of the campus in an old underground storehouse. Though it was officially sanctioned, it wasn’t anywhere near as important as the main tournament fights—which happened in the arena at the very center of the academy’s main butte, not here. 

Wulf descended a stairway into a cavernous room. Old barrels wallpapered the room’s edges. Most were empty; their spigots were open or their caps were cracked, but they made good risers for the onlookers. 

A crowd of students gathered atop the stacked barrels. Most were first-years. Low-Wood or Middle-Wood. The TA, the mouse girl, perched at the highest point, with a clipboard and form in her hands, looking over a small arena. 

The arena itself was twenty paces by twenty, with stanchions and ropes marking its borders and a few thatched mats of the floor.

"All contestants for the qualifying round, please enter the arena," the TA called. 

Wulf wedged his haversack into a crack between the barrels, where no one would find it unless they were looking, then stuffed his coat in afterward. He’d donned his gym clothes—there was nothing better to fight in, and most of the others had done the same. Finally, he drank his bloodlust potion. He’d probably need it.

Over the days leading up to the fight, he’d also consumed a few more potions. Their main effect was gone, but the slight boosts lingered—for his speed and strength. It was time to see what he could really do when he let loose. 

He hopped over a stanchion, and already, he registered his legs pumping harder, and the Field letting him move faster. 

There were about twenty others who entered the arena. Most were Middle-Woods, but there were two other High-Woods with guild badges. Not Fletchers, though. He didn’t care enough to decipher what guilds they belonged to. 

Both guild kids, a human boy and girl, didn’t even try to whisper when they said, “We’ll take the others as a team.”

Right. Wulf couldn’t expect a fair fight. 

“No killing,” the TA announced. “And try not to maim your opponent. If they yield, let them. If they step out of the arena, they’re done. The last five in the arena will fill up the bottom spots of the Low Bracket. Got it?”

A couple students brandished blunt wooden weapons—which there was no rule against, though Wulf didn’t trust the boy with a sword to be skilled enough to not hurt someone. Maybe it wasn’t against the rules, and maybe the boy wouldn’t get in trouble, but it wasn’t ideal. Wulf would take him out first before someone got hurt. And the girl with a spear, she was next. Getting cracked on the head with a length of wood would still leave a mark. And not the good kind of Mark.

Everyone in the crowd quieted down to a murmur, and the contestants nodded in affirmation.

“Begin!” the TA announced. 

Wulf sprang forward, aiming for the boy with the sword. By the time he’d crossed the arena, the boy was only barely registering that Wulf was a threat. 

Wulf swatted the sword out of the boy’s weak grasp with a swipe, then punched him in the nose and pushed him back over the stanchion behind. Immediately, the crowd began whispering a little louder. A few gasps of shock rang out. 

The boy wiped his nose, smearing blood across the back of his hand. Wulf’s bloodlust potion kicked in, and his strength increased. 

Fights broke out all around Wulf, and the arena descended into a surge of messy melee. He navigated through the brawl, dodging and ducking, and occasionally, leveraging his strength to kick someone’s legs out from under them or punch them flat on their back. Occasionally, blood splattered, and he got a droplet on his shirt. Once, a flying tooth struck him in the side of the head. Every time he drew blood, he gained more strength, multiplying from an already increased base. 

These kids were vicious. More vicious than he remembered. 

When he reached the girl with the spear, he grabbed it by the haft and clenched his grip, and splintered it. The haft shattered in his grip. Her eyes widened with shock. He pulled the lower half of the spear from her grasp, then kicked her out of the arena as well. 

Someone struck him on the back, and he grunted, then whirled around and grabbed the small boy by his collar and heaved him out the arena too. 

“Hey!” the pair of High-Wood guild kids shouted. “You’re going down, dog!”

“Ah, the nickname’s spread, then,” Wulf muttered. He rolled his wrist, spinning the haft of the wooden spear he’d stolen. Already, the fighting was dying down. Contestants huffed and rubbed their foreheads, and they threw sloppy, tired punches at each other. 

Wulf pretended to be the same, but he’d greatly improved the endurance of this form since he got here, and he didn’t even have to breathe hard. 

The moment the two guild kids converged, Wulf sprang upright and darted to the left. They were too far apart to fight together effectively, and they let him single them out. He struck one upside the chin, flinging her onto her back and sending her skidding across the arena floor, then turned about. The boy was charging, but Wulf spun to the side and clapped him behind the knees with the spear haft, before pushing him out of the arena to join his friend. 

When he brushed the dust off and stood upright again, there were only five people left in the arena—including him. 

Almost everyone stared at him, completely silent. He smiled back. 

            

    
        Chapter 28: Glass-Smithing 

    
    
    
    
                “Well…there we have it,” the mouse girl TA announced. “The five bottom contenders for the Low Bracket.”

Wulf held up his bracer. Something was scrawling across it, and he looked down. 


[Mark unlocked: Shatterfist.]


That wasn’t good. Wulf swallowed, half expecting the Field to tell him he’d broken his own hand from punching someone too hard. He thought he had better punching technique than that. 


[Shatterfist] You struck an enemy with the same Tier as you hard enough to break their bone like glass. Your ability to see how glass wants to be shaped has improved. 


He tilted his head. How glass wanted to be shaped? The Field spoke like the glass had a will of its own. At first, it didn’t seem too useful, but the more he thought about it…

Well, he’d need to make his own potion vials eventually. You couldn’t make a perfect potion if you stored it in an imperfect container. The flask you held it in mattered. If he could see glass’s shape like he could see how a potion wanted to be stirred…he could start developing better equipment of his own. 

He left the arena as soon as the TA dismissed them. Only now did he realize how sweaty his gym shirt had gotten in the past few minutes of fighting, and he needed to wash up before his next event. Plus, he didn’t want to show up to his next bout of Academy combat training with a blood-stained shirt. 

On the way back to the dorms, he stopped by the academy baths and cleaned himself up—including shaving the short beard that’d started to grow on his chin. 

When he returned to the dorms, he headed to his room. It was evening, and it was dark out, but Ján hadn’t gotten back yet. Whatever he was doing. 

Wulf made a potion, bringing his advancement progress up to eighty-two percent (drawing mana from the constructs had given him a large boost to his main core, too), then used his new potion to fuel the constructs Kalee had given him. As far as he knew, someone who wasn’t actually an artificer—as in, they didn’t have an Artificer class—couldn’t make a construct more powerful than Bronze-Tier. These were a good investment, and probably better than anything he could buy in Arotelk. 

He filled them and drew the mana out, but this time…he restricted it. He concentrated on the pathways to his storage core instead, stopping the mana from entering his main core, and directing it to his storage core. 

With this method, he could’ve brought himself up to Low-Coal, if he’d let the mana into his main core. But there was no point in doing that until he’d expanded his storage core. The higher his Tier, the more robust the cores were, and the harder they’d be to expand. 

And yeah, already, he wasn’t supposed to have a second core at this Tier, but that was why he needed to capitalize on it. 

Since he'd need a much bigger well of free available mana than any other Ascendant—his skills weren't exactly efficient—there was no better time than now. He could grow his storage core to an insane size without compromising its integrity. Already, it was about half the size of his normal core, but if he kept this up, he could feasibly bring it to ten times the size before the wisps of mana that still flowed into his regular core became too much and he advanced to Low-Coal.

Plus, at Low-Coal, he could keep expanding it, too.

He’d considered [Arm of the Alchemist] a lot. The ability worked almost like a Spell, in that it didn’t recover mana from use. He’d need to refill his well often, which he’d put the constructs to good use for.

While he fuelled the constructs, he opened his alchemy book and flipped to the next section of transmutation tables—a set of charts outlining how certain materials shifted under certain conditions and with what Skills. 

Though he didn't have a controllable transmuting ability yet, he was curious. He wanted a weapon of his own, and most were made of some kind of arcane material. If he could plan ahead... 

The tables gave instructions to alter all metals. As it stated at the start of the chapter: The Great Alchemist Panne devised a method of transmuting metals to produce weapons during the demon wars. Initially with the goal of creating more gold to fund the war effort, he developed numerous techniques to transmute arcane substances. The majority of these techniques have been forgotten over the millenia, and numerous false manuscripts have surfaced, claiming to hold his research, though his complete writings are still lost. This book only contains the known, functional transmutation tables.

"Huh..." Wulf said. 

So there were good alchemists in the past. And...seemingly, with really useful abilities. Sure, it'd been many thousands of years, but for most of their practices to be forgotten, and for the practice of alchemy to be considered useless, if not scorned, seemed odd. 

But then again...if becoming a good alchemist was rare, if awakening an alchemist Class was rare, and advancing it enough to be powerful was even more difficult, he could see how knowledge would fade given time. But maybe, he’d need to start hunting for the writings of this Panne.

A quest for later, though.

Once he’d absorbed the mana from all three constructs, he tucked them away into their box and used his mana to fuel his storage pendant. Then, he stuffed them into the pendant’s void and sealed it up. 

As he tried to fall asleep, he laid on the bed with an empty glass vial in-hand. He hadn’t considered that glass-working would be a part of alchemy before, but it made enough sense. Making a potion bottle would be an important part of making a high-tier potion, and the best part was…the bottles were reusable. 

He’d seen fancy glass art before in his previous life, and it was truly art…but he could also make cool-looking things with it. Really…was there a point to making a fancy flask for your potions if it didn’t look cool?

And he didn’t just have to limit himself to flasks. An Alchemist was a crafter, and he didn’t just have to make potion-related equipment. What if he transmuted a wooden sword into some sort of enchanted metal?

But that meant he was going to need more equipment. Perhaps he needed another storage pendant for yet another part of his alchemy lab: his glass workshop. 

He could get the pendant easily, but the equipment?

He was going to need more money, and he wasn’t going to get that from selling herbs to Chef Kennet.


~ ~ ~


“I can’t believe you’re actually going to be in the tournament!” Irmond exclaimed as they walked up to the main arena at the center of the butte. “Like, actually fighting in a bracket! That’s already one in a hundred students in the Low Bracket! Like, I know I said I wasn’t going to bet against you, but…”

Wulf chuckled. “Hopefully, I can keep surprising you.”

“I swear on the Field, I’m never going to figure you out.”

“Just keep working on yourself, too, though.” Wulf smiled. “Remember, if I become an Oronith Pilot, I’ll need a team.”

“Hey, hey, I made it to Middle-Wood,” Irmond said, turning to Wulf. “And I’m working on my bow—saving up my lordly allowance for a good one. I think you just have a weird-working mind. The vast majority of the first years are still Low-Woods.”

Wulf paused for a second as they walked toward the arena. It was late evening the day after his qualifying match, and though he was a little stiff, he was ready as could be. 

“Perhaps…” He scratched the back of his head and adjusted his ponytail. “I’m sorry. You’re doing phenomenally, too.”

“Thanks. Though, sometimes, compared to you, it doesn’t feel like it.”

Wulf shrugged, then said, “My old, uh, friend, she…” Master Arnau. “...the one who taught me to fight, she used to hate what the intellectuals at the academy tended to say: the whole just be yourself thing. She said, ‘It’s not quite there.’ It implies that you don’t have to do anything to improve yourself, that you don’t have to change. But sometimes, you need to reach inside, find the little slice of who you are and refine it to its utmost degree. I…I didn’t get there, but I’m still working on it.”

“Didn’t get there?” Irmond asked. “What does that mean?”

They were approaching the arena—a round sandstone stadium in the very center of the butte—but there were so many students and faculty members around that no one would hear them talking. Hells, there were probably some early members of the central academy branch that Kalee was talking about. Tonight, the first rounds of the inter-faculty tournament were just a precursor to the demonstrations the advanced crews would be putting on later in the week.

“Yeah. Uh, before I left Carolaign.”

“She must’ve been a good teacher.”

“The very best.”

“You’ll make her proud tonight.”

Wulf patted the pouch of ashes hanging at his hip. “I sure hope so.” He reached into his haversack, then handed Irmond a potion. Earlier that day, he’d crafted a weak sight-enhancing potion for both Irmond and Kalee, and given it to each of them. “When my fight begins, would you do me a favour, and drink this?”

“I…uh, sure? You know what, not even gonna question it. You’ll explain it after. It’s not poisonous?”

“Not one bit.” Wulf offered a smile. “See you in a bit.”

            

    
        Chapter 29: The Central Arena 

    
    
    
    
                A promenade circled the edge of the arena. Wulf split from Irmond, then followed the promenade as far as he could, until he reached a small, unobtrusive doorway between two marble pillars. 

The arena itself didn’t look like the tallest building. Its outer wall was only about ten storeys high, but it sank much deeper into the butte. After all, it had to be large enough for Oronith demonstrations. 

He entered through the side door and took a tight hallway down to the locker room. The room was a small, cramped space, with wooden benches down the center and cabinets along the edges, and a few contestants within. He chucked his haversack in a locking cabinet, then pulled off his coat and shirt, leaving only trousers, and a couple inconspicuous vials in his pocket. 

They all got a weapon of choice, and equipment to suit their ability set. Wulf, under the guise of a Pilot, chose a golem. He could prepare it in the armoury, then pilot it out into the arena when his time came.

Still need a proper weapon, he thought, but that could come later. Just win. Irmond and Kalee are watching—not to mention a whole host of faculty staff and bigwigs from the central branch. 

Already, the crowd cheered, and the roar of a couple thousand voices vibrated through the stone. Wulf’s fight wasn’t the first, and there was already one taking place. 

It wasn’t just students watching. There were also non-Ascendants from the nearby cities. 

But his fight was coming up. He had to get to the armoury. He ran out of the locker room, then down the hallway, until he reached the last room. 

Proper weapons covered the walls, this time. Steel swords, bows, some weapons slightly oversized so Pilots could use them with golems. There were a few staves for Mages, too. 

None of the weapons called to him. None felt right. For now, he’d stick with his fists.

A few other contestants—all High-Woods—walked through the armoury, selecting gear, and a couple activated golems at the back of the room. There was a line of seven-foot-tall golems there, waiting to be used.

Wulf approached the dark corner, where a shoddy, scuffed golem with a cracked chestpiece stood. But he didn’t need anything flashy, and his potions would hold together the cracks. 

He poured a Middle-Coal almost complete potion over the golem’s head, then drank a complete but weak poison potion (which he resisted easily). As the first almost-potion seeped through the form of the golem, he completed it with his aura, registering the entire golem as a potion. It glowed softly, but in the harsh lights of the arena, no one would notice a slight green shimmer. 

He activated [Arm of the Alchemist] too, if only to hold the potion in place while he waited for his fight. His mana was depleting slightly, but with how much larger his well was, he had plenty of time. Plus, since he wasn’t moving it nearly as much, it didn’t drain nearly as much mana.

As he waited, he leaned against the weapon’s rack beside him. A flash of blue whipped through the corner of his vision, and he did a double take. 

It was the skyhorn girl. She kept her head down, conveniently avoiding Wulf’s gaze, and definitely on purpose. Like most of the other contestants, she wore practical trousers, and no shirt, save for a chest-wrap with her High-Wood rank-pin. But…no Fletcher pin. 

Wulf sighed. They’d probably kicked her out, hadn’t they?

“Hey,” he whispered. 

She flinched. “If you’re going to beat me up again, save it for the arena.”

“What? No, I was just gonna say…sorry about your constructs. I’m aware it’s considered rude to break an Arificer’s constructs.” He tilted his chin up toward her arm. “I see you got—made—new ones.” 

She sighed. “Oh, I should just resign now…let you have the victory.”

“Huh? Why?”

“You already beat me once,” she grumbled. “I don’t think anything will be different this time. We’re up next. You versus me. The posted betting odds might favour me, but that’s just because they don’t like you and don’t want to acknowledge what you can do.”

“Oh.” Wulf sighed. “Sorry about that.”

“Besides, the Fletchers kicked me out after I failed to deal with you. Losing my standing in the guild moved me to the bottom of the rankings.”

“Sorry.”

She rolled her eyes. “Yeah. Well, it was my own damn fault, throwing my lot in with those guys.”

“It kinda was,” Wulf agreed. 

“Gee, thanks.”

He shrugged. There wasn’t much else he could give for comfort. “Don’t resign, though.”

“Is there a point?”

“What’s your name?”

“Seith. Seith Telgrad.” She plucked a short sword out from the bin, then spun it, before putting it back. “You’re not as angry as I thought you’d be.”

He chuckled. “Grudges don’t really help anyone. Learned that long ago.”

“You’re…what, nineteen? Same as me.”

Clearing his throat, he said, “Yeah. Well, still learned it. Look, get out there, give it your all. I’ll do the same. Then, after that, we’ll see. Who knows? Maybe you’ll get noticed by another guild. I don’t know what will happen.”

“Not sure if I want to deal with any more guilds.”

“Then an Oronith crew. Your constructs were pretty good for a Middle-Wood. Now High-Wood.”

“I’ll take that as a compliment.”

“Do.”

“Alright, Hrothen. But don’t hold back.”

“Wulf,” he said. No need for everyone to call him by his family name. “And I won’t.”

“You—”

Before she could finish, a non-Ascendant attendant dipped his head in and called, “Telgrad, Hrothen. You two are up.”

Wulf nodded, then willed his chosen golem to open up, guiding the material of the potion. He stepped into the golem, then sealed it around him. With heavy steps, he followed Seith out into the arena. 

The arena looked much larger from the inside. It didn’t help that he was about thirty storeys below ground level, on an expanse of packed sand about the size of a farm field. He knew Ascendants could get powerful, and Oroniths needed room, but this…was massive. 

Enormous mana-powered light constructs hung up on ropes across the top of the arena, and the glare shone bright in his eyes. He sealed up his stone helmet over his head, but the light still blasted through the crack in the visor. 

As well, an enormous sheet of enchanted paper was suspended from the upper ring of the arena, large enough to read from the ground. Words scrawled across it, reading: Hrothen V.S. Telgrad. Below it, another sheet of paper provided: Odds: 3:8. 

Wulf snorted, but he wouldn’t let that get to him. If anything, it was a reminder. The last thing he needed was to be cocky, especially in front of a crowd like this. With how many lights they had strung up, and how much enchanted paper and ink they were using…well, they clearly hadn’t spared any expense for the bigwigs from the main branch of the Academy, had they?

Wulf and Seith walked to the center of the arena, standing thirty paces apart from each other. He felt like just a speck in the center of the sand-field. 

He raised his golem’s hands. 

“Five minutes,” the attendant said to them softly. “Either knock your opponent out, force them to surrender, or score more hits. Killing your opponent will be frowned upon, as it demonstrates a lack of control.”

Wulf swallowed. This time, killing was only frowned upon. 

The attendant turned and walked away. As soon as he reached the edge of the arena, the Headmaster’s voice rang out from a glass booth near the top of the arena. A construct of some sort (Wulf couldn’t see it) amplified his voice into a scratchy shout. “Up next, we have Wulf Hrothen of Carolaign, who has shown extraordinary control of golems in his labs and…extracurriculars.”

The crowd was awfully silent after that. 

“He is up against Seith Telgrade, a notable artificer who has shown extreme proficiency with weapon constructs. Notably, she is the only artificer in the Telgrade family—the ruling family in the White Mountains.”

Again, the crowd remained mostly silent. They were going to need a better announcer, one who knew how to rile up a crowd better. But a few seconds later, a horn sounded, signalling the fight to start, and the crowd’s roar returned. 

Wulf immediately stepped back, giving himself and his golem more room. By now, he’d only chewed through an eighth of his mana, and he could last the full five minutes if he had to. But Seith was going to be more nimble, and she’d inevitably score more hits than he would. If it went up to the end of the timer, he’d lose. 

She activated the bangles along her arms. Tendrils of mana shot between the silver bands, illuminating runes, and two blades poked out from both her wrists—both slightly longer than last time. With a shout, she charged. 

Wulf watched her approach. She had decent form, and she’d been practicing since they last fought, but she was no Kalee. 

With a jump, she spun, slashing with one blade. Wulf deflected it with rock-covered forearms, but her second blade stabbed right at his helmet. He shifted his hand to the side and blocked the blade with his palm. 

He was expecting to stumble back with the force she struck with, but the sand only shifted at his feet. He held his ground. 

“Do you have an aspect yet?” he asked. 

“Not yet!” She spun back, pulling her blade away. “You?”

“Not yet!” he called. 

She darted forward, unleashing a flurry of blows, but Wulf deflected most of them—except a jab that caught him across the shoulder, taking a good chunk out of the golem’s shoulder pauldron. His mind screamed out in warning, knowing that had this been an Oronith, the Field would be offering damage warnings. 

“You’re showing me what you’re going to do before you do it,” Wulf said softly, but he didn’t know if she heard. 

He just needed an opening to strike her hard and fast. End the fight quickly, with one blow.

Come on, Kalee and Irmond. Drink your potions, he thought. Drink your potions. He needed them to activate [Bastion]. 

After a few more seconds, and a few more blows blocked, Seith had him stumbling backward with a hit. She must’ve triggered a Mark to increase her strength. 

But Wulf wasn’t about to lose to someone his same level, not when he had decades of experience on her. He widened his stance, channelled the bonuses he’d received from consuming potions, and caught her blade, before pulling her to the side. As she stumbled, he finally received a burst of strength from the edge of the arena. Invisible tendrils reached out through the air, empowering him with more strength as the Field recognized his friends using his potions. 

As Seith stumbled, he lunged forward and drove a knee into her stomach, making her stumble back, then punched her in the chest. Gasping, she staggered back then fell on her back. Wulf snagged one of her arms and pinned her to the sand. 

She grunted, “You know, I actually had hope there.”

“Sorry.”

“Don’t apologize.”

“Then give up. I don’t want to hurt you.”

She blew a puff of air out her mouth, making ripples in the sand. “Fine. I yield.”

            

    
        Chapter 30: Seith 

    
    
    
    
                Wulf stepped out of his golem with a quarter of his storage core mana left. 

He was doing well, but if he ever wanted to fuel an Oronith, he was going to need more, especially since, unlike other Pilots, he would lose mana and be unable to recover all of it. 

But as usual, not a problem for right now. 

He left his golem in the corner of the arena’s armoury and let the potion flow out of the golem, turning into a small puddle on the floor that would evaporate in a few minutes. 

Seith sat on the bench in front of the weapons rack, catching her breath, looking straight down at the floor. Not crying, but obviously upset. 

With a grimace, Wulf marched over. He leaned on the shelf across from her and crossed his arms, then said, “Hey. You good?”

“Yeah,” she said.

“Look, I’ve got no ill will against you.”

“Why not? All I’ve done is stand against you, try to hurt your friends, and threaten you.”

“Because I know what it’s like to throw your lot in with the wrong people. I also know how horrible it feels to be on the losing team.” He sighed. “You seem like a decent person, though. You want a job? I could use an Artificer, and I’m about to get my hands on some fancy metals.”

“A job?” Seith shook her head. “Not particularly.”

“A team. A crew.”

“So a guild by any other name.”

He scoffed. “A family. Guilds can’t give you that.”

“I have a family. Four brothers, five sisters.”

“They’re not at this academy, are they? I’ve only seen one skyhorn.”

“Not at this academy. At the central branch.”

“Then you’re alone here,” Wulf said. He pushed away from the wall. “Think on it, will you? And, look, I’m gonna invite the others out for dinner in Arotelk tomorrow. My treat. If you want to see what it’s like, if we can get this little group to work together…well, at least I’m paying. Least I can do, given how I got the money.”

Judging by the odds, people hadn’t exactly expected him to pull this off, and he’d have quite the paycheque from winning that fight. 

“I’ll think about it,” Seith said. “But a free meal does sound appetizing.”

“That’s the spirit.” 

With that, Wulf turned about and walked out the armoury door. He returned to the locker room, pulled his shirt on and snatched up his haversack, then walked out to the exit, where the mouse-girl TA was waiting for him.

“Evening,” Wulf said. He didn’t want to look too expectant, but he hoped he knew why she was here—with a pouch of silver in-hand. 

“Your cut of the bets,” she said, then held out the pouch and dropped it in Wulf’s hands. 

The silver clinked and rattled, and it was heavier than he thought it’d be. Past the brim of the pouch, there were even a few glints of gold. 

“That’s…a lot,” Wulf said. 

“The odds were heavily against you,” the TA said. “She might have been near the bottom of the bracket, but Seith was considered one of the best fighters of the Low Bracket. I’m sure there will be plenty of resignations now.”

Wulf sighed. “I suppose. Well…thank you anyway.” He tightened the pouch’s neck, then tucked it into his haversack. With a nod, he set off down the hall and walked around the promenade. There’d be a few other Low Bracket fights for the night, and even some of the early fights in the other higher brackets, but he didn’t care to watch. 

When he reached the front of the arena, a hand clapped down on his shoulder. He tensed up, and his own hand snapped up, grabbing his assailant’s wrist. He was about to throw him, until the boy called, “Wulf!”

Wulf stopped. “Irmond. Sorry.”

He spun around. Irmond and Kalee ran along the promenade behind him. He patted his haversack and the coin pouch. “Thanks, guys.”

“It worked!” Irmond exclaimed. “As soon as we drank the potions, you hit her like…so much harder!”

Wulf blew a puff of air out his nose. “Yeah, but next time, you can drink them right away. My Skill lasts as long as you have a potion active.”

“...Sorry.” Irmond tucked his hands behind his back. “Next time.”

“Would you put sugar in it next time? Or something to make it taste a little better?” Kalee winced. “It was like drinking vinegar and grass…vile.”

“That’s the neat part,” Wulf whispered. “That’s exactly what was in it. Just…with an arcane touch.”

“You’re insane,” she whispered. “And more insane than most Ascendants like us.” The way she said us made him think she was talking specifically about the ones who’d gone back in time. 

“Well, you’ve all got to start somewhere.” He let out a slight smile. “Anyway, the three—maybe four—of us are getting dinner in Arotelk tomorrow. My treat.”

“Maybe four?” Kalee asked. 

Irmond tilted his head. “Who else?” 

“You’ll see.” Wulf turned away and began walking. “And while we’re there, I need to gather some more equipment. A bit of a dual purpose.”


~ ~ ~


For the rest of the evening, Wulf studied transmutation. Aside from basic potion alchemy, being able to change something from one material to another would be a basic skill of an alchemist. Technically, he had one transmutation Skill, but it was random, and basically passive. 

If he was going to make a proper weapon, or better yet, provide his Artificer friends with proper materials, he needed an ability to transmute materials. 

That didn’t mean he couldn’t learn. 

While using Kalee’s constructs, he reviewed his textbook some more, analyzing the basic study of elements. A transmutation Skill wouldn’t do him much good if he didn’t have basic knowledge to utilize it. 

All matter fell into categories. Much like the Field was obsessed with classifications and categorizations, the Great Alchemist Panne had devised a system of organization for most elements. 

There were four main elements: Earth, Water, Air, and Fire. (Which, as it happened, corresponded to the most common aspects that Ascendants took on—Earth for Pilots, Fire for Mages, Air for Rangers, and Water for Artificers. However, most common did not mean always.) Air and Fire were volatile, the chaotic half of the primal material. Earth and Water were stable, the orderly half of primal material. 

To transmute materials, you had to understand what the material was, first, then know the right aspects of what you were trying to make. To make something chaotic from something orderly, an alchemist had to extract the chaos from a different material and transplant it. In that regard, it was much easier to go from order to chaos—air was all around, and easy to draw from. 

But once you extracted the chaos from something, you were left with its Primal Material—a basic form of celestial matter, the basic building blocks of all existence. The very substance the Field manipulated. 

Neutral, but extremely valuable, and extremely dangerous. It sought to take on an aspect, and sucked the aspect out of anything around it. 

Which made Wulf wonder about his own ability and his first Skill. By changing the materials and makeup of the potion, he had to be drawing from something. 

But then…it probably wasn’t that random after all. Volatile ingredients, with Air and Fire aspects, tended to make harmful potions. Since it was much easier to draw in the chaos of air and fire, of course his potions would tend toward harmful poisons…

And the Primal Material left behind? Well, the Field had created it without his direct will, and it would be returned to the Field almost immediately, and repurposed.

All of that was helpful to know. For one thing, he’d always be surrounded by air. By delving deep underground, he might be able to skew his potions closer toward order and draw on the earth, but he wasn’t sure if he wanted to. 

After all, he had a method of making potions with beneficial effects, now, with clever manipulation of catalyst-slips. But if he tended toward poisons anyway, why not aim for a volatile poisonous aspect?

When he finished drawing in all the mana from the constructs for the day, he closed up his book, returned everything to his storage pendant, and laid down. It took a little while to relax, given the day’s events, but he tried. 

Thinking about alchemy calmed him, it seemed.

Funny, really, he thought. I never once dreamed about being an alchemist…but now, this hybrid class…well, it was exactly what I was looking for. 


~ ~ ~


Wulf sat in the stuffy lecture theatre of Introduction to Golem Studies, dutifully taking notes, but wishing the lecture could finish sooner. Then they could head to Arotelk—a little more shopping, and most of all, to see if he could put together a full team over dinner. 

And thank the Field it wasn’t a lab day, because Wulf didn’t know if he could wait any longer to discuss plans.

“Calling an Oronith a ‘giant golem’ is, in fact, a mischaracterization of what they truly are,” Dr. Stowne, a bulky woman in stained overalls, said. Her graying hair was tied up in a ponytail, and her enchanted-paper-holding vambrace was made of white marble. As stereotypical of a Pilot as they came. “They are Mountain Giants, a soulless, non-sapient monster which we have repurposed for our uses. Like golems, we have implanted a large subduing core in them, but to control an Oronith, the Pilot must link to other dream nodes across the Oronith’s form.

“Dream nodes are an essential component of Oronith piloting. While Pilots rarely take on dream aspects, they are critical in creating a mental link between the Pilot and Oronith. A dream link will connect the Pilot, their regular golem, and the larger Oronith, allowing you to control the larger beast. By the end of the semester, almost all of you will have earned your dream link implant.”

Wulf had understood the theory in his last life, but it didn’t hurt to get a refresher. All Pilots used their smaller golems to drive the larger Oronith, as a bit of an interface. It took a much greater supply of mana, and the dream link helped direct and feel more in control of the larger Oronith—rather than just a beast you stood inside. 

Dr. Stowne echoed Wulf’s thoughts: “In order to interface with the Oronith, you must first occupy a golem, then control its movements by extension of your smaller golem. While eventually, all Pilots will earn or create their own golem, the academy will provide you with one for your early studies. 

“A pilot’s strength and speed is crucial. The link between Oroniths and golems greatly amplifies the Pilot’s baseline strength, however, a weak and slow Pilot will result in a weaker, slower Oronith. Please remember this as you go into your labs for next week, as it will be critical to you completing them. That is all—you are dismissed.”

Wulf leapt up from his seat and snatched up his haversack, then snapped his notebook shut and marched out the door of the lecture theatre. 

He ran across the butte and met Irmond and Kalee outside the central arena—they were leaving their respective classes at the same time. 

Five minutes, he vowed. Just five minutes, and if Seith doesn’t come, we’ll leave without her. 

But they didn’t have to wait nearly that long. 

She turned up within a half minute, lingering somewhat sheepishly around the base of the arena, but when she saw them, she began walking over. 

“You just love picking up strays like this, don’t you?” Irmond muttered. To Kalee, he whispered, “He did this to me, too.”

“I’d bet,” she whispered back. 

“So?” Wulf asked Seith. “Ready to take me up on my offer?”

Her lips curled into a slight smile. “Just as long as you’re paying.”

“I’ve got it covered.”

            

    
        Chapter 31: A Night in the Town

    
    
    
    
                By the time they arrived in Arotelk, the sun was setting, and a light autumn rain was falling. It wasn’t terribly cold yet, but it was getting colder, and though Wulf’s coat wasn’t necessary yet, he figured he’d be thankful for it soon. 

They walked into the entertainment district, where there were significantly less Academy students. Average people crowded the flagstone streets, dodging wagons and carts, before flitting in and out of restaurants. 

Rows upon rows of hanging lanterns criss-crossed over the street, dousing it in golden light. Street vendors fried savoury foods in massive pans, triggering Skills to infuse them with mana or to just help their basic crafting classes work faster (chefs, cooks, and innkeepers were all viable Classes in the modern age). Or, for the majority who weren’t Ascendants, they just worked regularly. They darted between patios, carrying trays laden with drinks and steaming food. 

Wulf’s stomach gurgled. He hadn’t eaten a nice meal in…well, decades, considering his past life. Sure, the mess hall food was good, but it was mass-produced. This would be special for a multitude of reasons. 

“You had a suggestion? A place in mind?” Wulf asked Irmond, who walked a few steps behind. He had to raise his voice over the bustle of the street, just to be heard. 

“Yeah!” Irmond called back. “It’s just like…a few more blocks down the street!”

After another minute, the four of them arrived at a first-storey restaurant beneath a high tower of administrative offices for some local guild. Its facade was carved marble, with enormous windows, and a sign above its door reading Bagnolio’s. Wulf was pretty sure it wasn’t a real name, and just trying to sound foreign (maybe from a peninsula at the very south of the Confederacy) but he didn’t mind. 

And better yet, there was an outdoor patio with a few open tables, lit by braziers and lanterns, and shielded from the elements with purposely uneven cloth coverings.

Most of the other guests were dressed nicer—in doublets or formal gambesons, some dresses, some silken robes. A harp-player with fox ears sat in the corner, running her hand back and forth across the harp’s strings and playing a pleasant melody. 

“I’ll foot the bill,” Wulf told Irmond, “but I need you to handle the ordering and…that kind of stuff. I have no idea what to ask for.”

“Figured.” Irmond cast him a smile. “Fortunately, I have practice!” He approached a lectern at the edge of the patio and gave the attendant a slight bow, then said, “Good evening, ma’am. Do you have any open tables? Preferably for four?”

“Yes, sir,” she said. “One left for the evening, and you’re just in time. Follow me.”

“Could you request the Autumnleaf Clan’s special?” Irmond asked. “If they’d begin preparing it, that would be wonderful.”

“That is a meal meant for seven guests, sir,” the attendant warned. 

“Something tells me these guys are going to eat their weight tonight,” Irmond said, motioning back at Wulf and the others with his thumb.

“Very good, sir.”

The attendant led them to a table near the edge of the patio, with a view of the street. A little cozy, a little noisy, but Wulf wasn’t about to complain. 

Once they all sat down, Wulf leaned back, and for a few minutes, just settled into his seat and relaxed. 

Finally, Kalee began, “So why do you need glass-crafting equipment?”

Wulf leaned forward again, and, keeping his voice low, said, “For Seith’s sake…well, alright, I’m a bit of an alchemist. I think that’ll probably explain a little. See, most alchemists nowadays just use mass-produced vials and such. But that’s not the best way to craft a potion. I’m looking to make the strongest potions I can, and I’ll need to make my own flasks to store them in.”

“I…see,” Kalee said.

“Thanks for the constructs, by the way. They work phenomenally.” Wulf leaned forward. While he’d been relaxing and zoned out, someone had brought them glasses of ice-water. He took a sip. 

Kalee’s face lit up red, and she looked away. 

“Did I…say something wrong?” Wulf glanced at Irmond.

The elf shrugged. “Love the ladies, but their ways are always mysterious to me.”

Seith elbowed him and rolled her eyes. 

“Hey!” Irmond exclaimed. “What?”

“Nothing,” Seith grumbled. 

“Sorry.” Kalee cleared her throat, then wound her tail up around her shoulder, like a human might nervously scratch their shoulder with their hand. “Just…well, I don’t really get compliments much. Especially before”—she said that with so much emphasis that Wulf was pretty sure she meant in her past life—“my mild artificing skills never really seemed that exceptional.”

“For a Mage to also have artificing knowledge is pretty impressive,” Seith said, reaching out and placing a hand on Kalee’s shoulder. “Don’t sell yourself short.”

“Don’t really know you, but thanks.” Kalee gave a genuine smile. Then, she turned back to Wulf. “Now, if you’re using the technique you described to me, I’m surprised you haven’t advanced to Low-Coal yet.”

“I’m…” Wulf sighed. “Alright, I’ll admit. I’ve developed a storage core, and I’m working on expanding it.”

The three of them stared at him. They didn’t say a word. 

“A storage core? Like…actually?” Irmond groaned. “How? How’d you do it at your level? Oh, by the Field, I’m so far behind.” He rubbed his forehead.

“Look, look, alright,” Wulf said. “I’ll admit, and I need you guys to not spread the word. I’m an Alchemist, capital A. By Class, that’s it. But I’ve found a way to make golems move, and I still want to pilot Oroniths. To do it, I’ll need a massive supply of mana. But I plan to be able to operate an Oronith on my own by the time I reach Low-Coal.”

“What in the hells kind of alchemist are you?” Seith whispered. “You do realize that most Pilots don’t even stand a chance at moving an Oronith until they’ve reached High-Copper, and that’s the best of them. Bronze Tier is a more reasonable estimate.”

“It’s…complicated,” Wulf said. “But there’s a reason.” He glanced at Kalee. “I know I’m asking for a lot of trust, but we, the two of us, have reason to think there’s going to be another demon attack soon. One of the landing sites will be…here, in Arotelk.”

Irmond and Seith were silent for a few seconds. 

“H—how?” Irmond asked. “Like, how would you know? And…I thought we’d fought off the demons. Four thousand years ago, our ancestors dealt with them.”

“The demons come from above,” Kalee said. “Spherical rocks fall from the sky. We don’t know from where or why they come. Though the Academy might not want to believe it, they could return any time.”

Wulf had to admit, he didn’t know why the demons came, attacked, or did anything they did. If they’d learned in the future, he wasn’t privy to that knowledge. But Kalee was right: they could return “any time”—now, the two of them just happened to know what “any time” was. 

The Academy and the Confederation had to know the demons could return, too, which was why they kept generations trained to pilot Oroniths. The world’s strongest weapon against the demons also happened to work well in combat against other nations, though, so they had an excuse to keep them around without rousing fear in the general public. 

“Do you have any…proof?” Seith asked. “How could either of you know? Have you seen falling stars, or…anything?”

Wulf glanced at Kalee. He wasn’t ready to tell either Irmond or Seith who he was yet, and from the look on Kalee’s face, she wasn’t either. 

But, thinking quickly, Wulf said, “The Oracle of Carolaign told me upon awakening my Class.” 

That was a complete lie. Carolaign didn’t have an Oracle. They were a rare, often Unique class that could make slight predictions about the future. But almost no one knew anything about Carolaign, and wouldn’t know that there was no Oracle.

Both Irmond and Seith sighed. They might not necessarily believe him, but the word of an Oracle had never been wrong, not once in the historical record. 

Kalee nodded along. “I believe him. The monsters in the woods have been acting up more than normal.”

“Eight-Nine was the date I got from the Oracle,” Wulf said. He rubbed his forehead. “We’re going to talk with the academy heads, and the fancy people from the central branch. But I doubt they’ll listen to us. Headmaster Langold might, but he has no real power. He wouldn’t dispatch a team of Oroniths to Arotelk on a whim.” 

“The Centralis Academy heads might listen,” Kalee reasoned. 

“I don’t think they’ll believe the word of an Oracle from Carolaign,” Seith said. “Sorry to burst the bubble, but the Centralis Branch is even more stuck-up than this branch. They’re not going to listen.”

“Which is why I brought you four here,” Wulf said. “I’m banking on them not listening, and I need a crew. I’ll be the Pilot, and I’ve got a Ranger, a Mage, and an Artificer. On Eight-Nine, we’re going to steal an Oronith. If you want in, you can stay. If you want out, no ill will. I’ll still be here, and I’ll always protect you guys. If you want out further down the line, no oath binds you. And if I’m the only one, I’ll still pilot it alone.”

For a few seconds, the rest of them said nothing. Kalee piped up first, though, and said, “I’m in. You’ll need someone to help you slow the colossal fiends, and when I socket into the weapons system, I should be able to amplify my spells enough to do real damage.”

Irmond nodded. “How could I say no? It’s the opportunity of a lifetime. Like…on my own, I’ll never be good enough to make it into a crew. But I swear, I’ll be your eyes and ears.”

Seith was silent for a few more seconds. Finally, she muttered, “So you’re all insane. I should report this to the faculty, but what the hells? They won’t believe me, anyway, because it’s so ridiculous.” She crossed her arms. “Back where I come from, Wulf, we always show deference to those stronger than us. I don’t always buy into that, but for now, I’ll trust your judgement. I’m in. But what do you need?”

“I’ll need you to keep our Oronith in good order and functional, and to keep us moving. We’re going to be taking a lot of damage.” He sighed. “But…personally? I’m going to need more arcane constructs. I still have a ways to go expanding my storage core, and Kalee and I will need proper dream sockets. If I asked you to help me with it, what would you need in return?”

Seith chuckled. “Consider this payback. You…you did technically save me from the Fletchers.”

“You saved yourself.”

“I would never have gotten out without you.” She shook her head. “Admit it, Wulf.”

“Alright.”

“Besides, I think this meal should count, too.” She tilted her head toward an attendant, who approached the table. Trays of food covered his arms. “Looks like an absolute feast.”

The attendant set down plates upon plates of food. Creamy noodles steamed in silver trays, topped with herbs and garlic. Fried, breaded chicken simmered on plates, with cheese melted and broiled on top. Flatbreads with tomato sauce and sausage, dumplings with cheese filling. All of it glistened, slightly greasy, salty and sweet, and enticing. 

“Well,” Wulf said. “I think we’ve come to a consensus. Thanks for the pledges, and I promise, we’ll do this. I’ve got your backs. Now let’s dig in.”


            

    
        Chapter 32: Bottomless Pit

    
    
    
    
                Wulf stopped paying attention to the conversation almost as soon as he scooped food onto his plate. He took a sample of each dish, then tested them all to see which one he liked the most. 

Breaded and fried chicken had to be his favourite. It probably wasn’t authentic, but that didn’t change the fact that it was nearly perfect. Crispy coating, flaky interior, with stringy cheese broiled on top. 

But it also turned out that this new body was a bottomless pit, especially today, with this being later than his regular mealtime, and now living such an active life. He was somewhat worried he’d have to sit back and let Seith and Irmond do most of the work, but that was far from the case. 

In his past life, as he got old, he’d simply lost his appetite. Didn’t help that most meals were bland military fare. 

“Wulf?” Kalee asked, her voice a little louder than usual. It snapped him out of his trance. 

He winced. She’d probably called him more than once, hadn’t she. 

Snapping to attention, he looked up at the others. “Yes?”

“Irmond just wanted to know…well, where in Carolaign you came from,” she provided. 

“Oh. Sorry.” Wulf cleared his throat. “Got a little distracted.”

“That’s sure enough,” Irmond said with a grin. “Well, then. Out with it!”

“The village was called Ethoril,” Wulf replied. “A small farming hub, about two hundred people. Basically, we all had our fields that we tended to and handled, and some farmhouses scattered about, but not everyone could be farmers, and we needed a little village to handle it all.”

“What was your family?” Seith asked. “Head of a farmers’ guild? Some sort of nobility in the region?”

Wulf shook his head. “What, you don’t remember the Fletchers calling me lowborn?”

Looking down with shame, Seith sighed. 

“Sorry,” Wulf replied. “Didn’t really mean it that harshly. But no, we were just average farmers. Average income, average plot of land. It wasn’t abject poverty, but most of the shopkeepers and store clerks here are better off than we were. The villagers all pooled their funds to send me here.”

“Ever see an Oronith before coming here?” Irmond asked. 

“Ye—eh, not really,” Wulf said, catching himself. He had to think of his past life, which still felt like it was four decades ago. “I’d seen a few loader golems pass through the area, but nothing like an Oronith.” That, even, was a stretch. There hadn’t been any loader golems in his area of Carolaign, because there were no Ascendants to operate them. 

“I wish I could see the look on your face when you first saw an Oronith,” Seith said. “Might make you a little less scary.”

“Are you scared of me?”

“Well…”

“Alright,” Wulf said. “How do I make you less scared of me?”

“Seeing you pile food on your plate and get completely lost in it is helping.” Seith chuckled. 

“Well, I can keep doing it, but you guys tried to make me talk about myself. Not my strong suit.” Wulf picked up a fork and plunged it back into a pile of pasta, then scooped up a chunk and shovelled it in his mouth. 

“Did no one ever teach you to eat pasta properly?” Irmond asked. “At least, like, with a little etiquette?”

“What’s wrong with what I just did?”

“You’re supposed to wind it around the fork,” Irmond said. “That way, you just get a bundle of noodles in your mouth without having to slurp up the rest.”

“Oh.” Wulf shrugged. “That sounds like a lot of effort, though.”

“Says the guy who’s already made it to High-Wood.”

“So has Umoch.” Wulf had to admit, he didn’t really think much of it. In fact, he had catching up to do. “In fact, Umoch’s probably made it to Middle-Coal by now.”

“Yeah, but like, he has guild backing and is the kid of probably the wealthiest guy in the world,” Irmond said. 

“I’d bet they helped him get a few Marks before sending him off to the academy,” Seith added. “And being a Mage, they probably found a few monsters in one of their private hunting ranges for him to kill and give him a head start.”

“We shouldn’t underestimate him, still,” Kalee said. “Given what Wulf’s arrangement is, we still need to catch up with him.”

Wulf sighed. “Guys, not to break the mood, but don’t you want to…not think about that for a little bit? Just enjoy what you can while you’ve got a chance?” He knew it came out a little…weaker than he intended, but it didn’t mean it was wrong. They were supposed to be enjoying themselves, not thinking about the future—that could come later. Besides, if they were going to work together to crew an Oronith, they’d need to be a team. They couldn’t be a team if they only talked business.

Kalee nodded. “He’s right.” She turned to Irmond. “You don’t seem the type to know etiquette.”

“Well, I’m not like…a stickler,” Irmond said. His ears drooped slightly. “But there are some things that I was drilled on. I dunno, I kinda just thought Wulf would know those sorts of things, and found it pretty amusing when he didn’t.”

“You still didn’t strike as one to care, either,” Wulf echoed Kalee. 

"Well, I think I've had a lifetime of etiquette," Irmond said. "Don't say this, don't do that…so many things to stop doing. Don't say 'like' or stammer...well I'll say 'like' if I please. You guys know what I mean." 

"So...where are you from?" Wulf asked. "And I figure you're nobility?"

"Yeah. First son of Lord Redleaf. The Autumn Forest county of Iklien." 

"Never heard of him," Seith said. 

Wulf hadn't heard of Redleaf either, but he figured he wouldn't have. He wasn't exactly up on who was who across the whole of the Confederacy, but where most people would at least have some knowledge of the major Ascendant Lords—Ascendants who took charge of certain counties, before reporting to their respective government heads, who in turn reported to the King of the Confederacy—Wulf just didn't care enough about how the kingdom was governed.

"We're comparatively small," Irmond said. "But father has high expectations for me. I'm supposed to be the one who goes forward and brings our family to the big leagues. Says he's done most of the work, and that's true enough, but I'm not sure if I want it."

 Wulf bit his tongue, but he was pretty sure there were millions of people who'd trade places with Irmond, to have that kind of birth-luck. Still, to be young meant being rebellious, and truly, Wulf didn't know what Irmond's family life was like.

"Come to think of it," Seith said, "I haven't heard of any important nobles from Iklien." She offered a playful smirk. 

"Yeah, laugh it up. We elves are insular. I haven't heard of skyhorn nobility either."

"That's because you're uneducated, not because we’re not important.”

“Wulf, back me up,” Irmond begged. 

“I’m uneducated too,” he provided. “Though I admit it.”

“I’m not.” Irmond shook his head, then picked up a buttered bun from the center of the table and bit into it. “Kalee?”

“Ah, speaking with your mouth full,” she teased. “How scandalous.”

“Yeah, now your answer?”

“Sadly, I have to admit, I’m much like Wulf. I grew up in a rural village, amidst the terraced rainforests of Threnia. We were ant-ranchers. Not highborn, either. I’m not a great one to ask about the noble families and various lords of the Confederacy.”

“And why’d no one go after you, then?” Irmond complained. He leaned back in his seat.

“Because I don’t make it obvious, and no one knows enough about Pangians to care. And yeah, there were a few mutterings about it in the girls’ dorms, but no one said anything to my face once I started beating up the Perfumers.”

Wulf, Irmond, and Seith all shared a glance. “Yeah, they’re probably talking behind your back, though,” Seith said. “What? I’m just saying what everyone’s thinking. Don’t kill the messenger, all that.”

Kalee looked down. “Are they really?”

“I don’t know. People don’t gossip with me,” Seith said. “They know that I’m not good at keeping secrets.”

“Alright, then, out with it,” Irmond complained. “The three of us are useless, but who’s your family?”

“The Telgrads,” she provided. “A group of stone-aspect Ascendants from the White Mountains—that’s a few leagues north of here, and much farther west—who got rich mining deepstone, bought themselves a lordship and a seat in the Grand Council, and now, hunt mountain giants for Oronith bases. I’m the youngest of ten children, and…I suppose Langold spoiled it, but the only Artificer in the family.”

“They sent their only Artificer to the Istalis Academy?” Wulf asked. “Couldn’t get you to the main branch?”

“Didn’t want me at the main branch,” Seith said. “It ‘ruined their image’ or something, what with them nearly having a perfect Pilot bloodline.”

“A bunch of Oronith makers wouldn’t want an Artificer?” Kalee tilted her head. 

“Not when Artificer is traditionally the role of indentured servants and slaves in Skyhorn society.” She shook her head. “Looks bad. Never mind the fact that I was the youngest, and they were aiming for nine. Nine having something special to do with the Field and its numerology obsession.”

“The Fieldfather absorbed mana for nine years before finally activating the Field,” Kalee provided. 

“Yeah, that,” Seith muttered. “So being the tenth kinda screwed up their plans. Never fit in with them, always got shunned and left out of things. It certainly wasn’t a peasant’s life, but frustrating nonetheless. And when the Fletchers offered me a place to fit in, where I could earn respect through strength…”

“Of course you jumped at the prospect,” Irmond replied. “Hey, now, you didn’t ever hit me directly, so we’re good.”

“You were too damn slippery and fast,” she grumbled back. 

“I am indeed perfect ranger material!” Irmond proclaimed with a massive grin. “See, even Seith agrees. Nothing will stop me from running free!”

“Yeah, I didn’t go that far,” Seith said. 

“We’ll be free,” Wulf continued, “when we finally get in an Oronith. Until then?”

“Until then I get to keep moping?” Irmond asked jokingly. 

“You’re absolutely not the definition of mopey,” Kalee stated. “That award goes to Wulf.”

This time, he just accepted it. “Well, while you guys are busy arguing about who’s the gloomiest, I’ll be stuffing my cheeks. You know, I was kinda expecting us to run into trouble here, but…”

“But the Fletchers would actually have to visit nice places,” Seith said. “Not just taverns and pubs.”

“Yeah. That.”

Wulf stood his fork upright in a pile of noodles for a second, then tried the method Irmond had suggested. After a few seconds, he took a mouthful, then looked over the others. They’d fallen silent again as they continued portioning off food from the plates. 

They might not be the most perfect team—not yet—but Wulf could make it work, and that was all that mattered. 


            

    
        Chapter 33: Custom Flasks

    
    
    
    
                After they finished eating, Wulf paid. It was only about an eighth of his winnings, which was a good thing—he needed the rest to get glassblowing equipment. 

First, Irmond led them to a bookstore, where Wulf found a guidebook written by an old glassblowing guild’s head. It cost two gold nuggets, but it’d be worth it. With the book in-hand, he skimmed, looking for equipment he’d need. 

A crucible, for melting his glass. Cutting-tongs, for severing molten glass, and with a blunt tip to hold it—which could also serve a dual purpose for holding potions and would allow him to heat them hotter while still holding them. Bellows, moulds, wooden paddles…the list went on, but he identified the most important tools to start with. 

He’d work with a material known as steelglass, which heated much like metal, and could be shaped in a similar way once melted. He was already seeing a way he could shape some new vials for himself without having to learn too many obscure techniques.

Near the edge of the city closest to the academy, they found an equipment outfitter for the local blacksmiths, and Wulf purchased his first set of tools—a simple hammer, a set of cutting-tongs, a small pail-sized crucible, and a portable furnace. The furnace’s flat stone top would be hard enough to forge steelglass on. 

That took him down to a quarter of his winnings. He used the rest to purchase steelglass ingots from the back of the store. They were colourless and translucent, and though they looked almost like iron ingots made of frosted glass, they were much shinier.

“We don’t sell many of these too often, son,” the store clerk said. “Keep ‘em in stock in case, but almost nobody wants them. So this’s all we got.”

“I’ll take it,” Wulf said. 

In truth, buying a small pull-wagon for himself to carry it in was worth more than the steelglass itself, which he filled the wagon with.

When they returned to the academy, he split ways with his friends, then dragged his wagon up to a shaded corner behind the Artificers’ labs. He was going to need another storage pendant. 

Keeping his head high, and taking off his pin, he walked in again like he belonged. It was late at night, and they’d be locking up soon. Only a few students lingered, but none of them paid him any attention. Only a non-Ascendant janitor even looked up at him. 

He climbed up to the top level, identified the same lab where he’d finished his original storage pendant, then hoisted up the wastebin and dumped it out on the table. 

After a few minutes of sifting, he found a candidate for his pendant. It was another knotted pendant, but this time, a little too loose. Whoever had made it was almost there, and had the wisdom to fold the Field in on itself to try to break into a little pocket realm, but this time, hadn’t folded the runes over enough. 

The Academy wouldn’t have seen the efforts. It wasn’t up to their rigid standards. They tended to prefer circular pendants whose runes circled the outside, brute-forcing the Field to fold over itself.

This time, Wulf bent the knot over a little more, then folded the brass tips in. Most of the hard work had been done for him, and silently, he thanked the unknown artificing student for helping him out (he’d never have gotten the runes on his own), before activating the pendant with a small push of his own stored mana. 

Now, it only took a sliver out of his storage core to activate the storage pendants. Not worth wasting a potion on. 

The pendant opened to a realm much like his old one. A floor of cloudy vapour, walls made of starry void. He deactivated it, attached it to a chain and hung it around his neck, then cleaned up his mess. Again, the janitor passed, but only spared a single glance. The old man shook his head and continued on his way. 

Wulf couldn’t linger any longer, though. He pushed the bin to the edge of the room, then walked quickly but calmly out of the lab building. As soon as he was outside, he stored his new equipment inside the pendant. 

When he returned to the dorms, he found Ján already asleep. But he wasn’t tired yet, and he wanted to try making his first potion vial. 

So, activating the pendant, he left it on the table, and stepped inside. At the cart’s bottom, he’d packed in a little firewood, and now, he started a fire with it in the center of the pendant. The furnace contained it. 

As soon as it began blazing, shooting up a column of smoke high into the void (never to return) he packed the crucible into the center and dropped a steelglass ingot in. Unlike regular glass, an impact such as that wouldn’t break it. It let off a soft clang, somewhere between a cymbal crash and a windchime clink. 

After a few minutes of poking it with his cutting-tongs, he hauled the ingot out and set it atop the hard stone surface of his furnace, then assessed it with the Field. It hadn’t registered as arcane yet, which would be difficult to do. 

If his understanding of the alchemical elements was accurate, glass was one of the most orderly substances. Chaotic substances liked to react and become magical, orderly ones didn’t. Glass, no matter how special, rarely registered as an arcane object because of how orderly it was. After all, it was ultra-refined earth. 

But that didn’t mean that the Field wouldn’t recognize his efforts when he put a potion in it. The more work he put into the container, the higher chances the Field would consider the potion within more powerful. Even to the Field, appearances mattered. 

He hammered the ingot out into a sheet. The thinner he made it, the more transparent it got—though, right now, it was red-hot. His Mark, [Shatterfist], was taking effect. It was hard to anticipate how “seeing how glass wanted to be reshaped” would function until he finally saw it in action. 

The glass changed in places. It bubbled, and it steamed. It glowed differently, guiding him, begging him to make something beautiful and lasting with it. 

Crafting potions was nice, but they were gone in a gulp. This vial wouldn’t be. 

Once he flattened it out, he reheated it in his fire, then folded it up into a bowl shape. It needed more heat, so he obliged, eventually, forming it into a cup, then a gourd. With his cutting-tongs, he pulled on the neck, extending it. It was going to be simple, but that didn’t mean simple couldn’t be beautiful. 

He also had a design to follow. According to his potions textbook, the best way to get the Field to recognize that a potion was supposed to work upon skin contact—for example, poisoning someone by splashing them with the potion—he needed to make the potion in a flask that was meant to splash with. 

That meant his new flask needed a wide opening with flared edges and a clear spout. He followed a design and method from his glassblowing book. 

When he finally had the shape he wanted, he heated it up once more, then hammered out the bulges and sealed the cracks. Once he was finally satisfied, he set it atop the furnace to cool and quenched his fire. 

Before sleeping, and while he drew mana from Kalee’s constructs, he stepped inside his first pendant, his potion-making pendant. It was starting to get heavy, now, with all the arcane mass inside. It meant the plants were ready to trim. 

He brewed a few more potions with the plants, just to have on-hand, and to continue raising his advancement progress. A few strength potions with side-effects, and a speed potion. 

When the moons began creeping over the horizon, he was finally tired enough to sleep. Satisfied with his work, and with a full belly, he passed out nearly instantly. 


~ ~ ~


The next morning, before his run with Irmond, Wulf opened his glass workshop pendant. His new flask had cooled. 

He picked it up off the furnace. It hummed with purpose, like a potion that had almost been completed, but it still didn’t register as arcane. But that didn’t matter—it was basically an ingredient. It had potential, and he needed to release it. 

He gathered up a tincture he’d prepared a few days ago, then slotted his new flask into his brewing rack. Filling the new flask with the tincture, he lit the burn-box, then slowly condensed his new mixture down into a slurry. By the time he finished, it registered as Middle-Copper. Good for an early effort. 

He consumed another Middle-Copper tier potion, which inflicted a weak nausea on him. Still, being an entire tier lower, his Mark only let him resist so much. He retched, but held last night’s dinner down. 

He directed his aura into his new potion, and flooded it with power. The potion obliged, and it ran to completion, changing to a subtle greyish-blue. Definitely not something a normal person would want to drink. 


Hardwell Potion (Low-Copper Quality) (Splatter)

Blinds and weakens an enemy for thirty seconds. Must be splashed. One cannot willingly drink this potion.


[By crafting a potion, you have increased your mana. Advancement progress: 101%]

[You have increased your Tier to Low-Coal.]

[Please select a new Skill.]


Wulf inhaled slowly, hoping that he’d done enough work on transmutation research to show the Field that he was interested in working with the next realm of alchemy. With a wince, he assessed his new Skill options:


[Chaotic Alteration] At the expense of mana, you can draw out chaos from naturally poisonous ingredients and apply them to a target ingredient.

[Gardener’s Wrath] When in your Garden, you passively recover mana, and your strength and speed increase. Mana recovered can only enter a storage core, and does not count toward advancement. 

[Arcane Cabinet] You can store alchemical equipment in your core. Begins at one piece and increases with your tier.


Alternate: You may choose to upgrade one of your previous Skills.


Without hesitation, he picked [Chaotic Alteration]. While the other Skills could be useful (and it was nice to know that duplicate Skills, like [Arcane Cabinet], could show up), if he ever wanted to make weapons, or more powerful ingredients, he’d need to get a transmutation skill. 

Once he picked it, he exhaled, leaned back, and willed the enchanted parchment to show him his main status sheet:


Name: Wulf 

Class: Fate Alchemist (Unique)

Rank: Low-Coal 

Skills: 


[By Your Will] All potions made by your hand have a random side effect regardless of the ingredients, but the side effect’s strength will be one tier higher than your rank would normally produce. Likelihood of producing a harmful potion scales with the quality of the ingredients.

[Arm of the Alchemist] You can spend your personal mana to manipulate any potion made by your hand. Control of the potion can take any form you see fit, though you cannot transmute its form or change its state. Your ability to smoothly control the potion depends on the quality of the potion. Cohesion of the potion depends on your tier.  

[Bastion] Your strength and durability increase for every person within a mile under the effect of your potions.

[Chaotic Alteration] At the expense of mana, you can draw out chaos from naturally poisonous ingredients and apply them to a target ingredient.


Marks:


[Unquenchable Drive] You have demonstrated great stubbornness in a past life. Your resistance to poisons has greatly increased.

[Alchemist’s Presence] You have consumed many potions in a past life, and they have left an impression on your soul. Consuming a potion temporarily creates an aura that fuels all magical objects. Aura strength scales with potion tier. 

[Spatial Awareness and Repurposing] You have repurposed a magic device at least one tier higher than yours. Your awareness of alchemical herbs has increased. 

[Hoard of Strength] Awarded for using a potion to multiply your strength fivefold and winning a fight. Every physical attribute enhancing potion you use will permanently linger after its effect is complete, at a greatly diminished value. This effect can stack up to ten times for each sub-tier you have advanced through.

[Shatterfist] You struck an enemy at the same Tier as you with your fist hard enough to break their bone like glass. Your ability to see how glass wants to be shaped has improved. 


An excellent start, but he’d done enough this morning. He rose up to his feet, then descended down to meet Irmond. 

Today, there’d be no classes: it was time for Central Branch to give a demonstration of their Oroniths’ capabilities.

And maybe, just maybe, he could convince Dr. Langold to prepare for the demon attack. 

            

    
        Chapter 34: Demonstration 

    
    
    
    
                The entire Academy filled up the audience risers of the central arena. It felt odd to be in the risers once more, but in his past life, Wulf had only ever been in the risers, watching from a distance. Once or twice. He hadn’t been a fan of the crowds that erupted around combat. 

But last time, no one from the central branch had come here to give a demonstration. 

Wulf and Kalee walked through the crowd together, weaving down a set of stairs, until they found an empty seat. Irmond and Seith had gone off on their own, and it was probably for the best. Wulf had told them that he planned to discuss the upcoming attack with Langold with just himself and Kalee. A smaller crowd would feel more like a conversation and a warning, and less of a confrontation. 

“This…this didn’t happen last time, right?” Wulf whispered to Kalee as they navigated the crowd. His voice was barely audible over the rumble of thousands of talking students. “Last time, as in our last lives.”

“If it did, I hope I would’ve remembered it,” Kalee said. 

“We’re…we’re the only thing that changed, right?” Wulf asked. “How could we have had such a large effect already?”

“They said it was because they saw an especially promising batch of first years, and were hoping to do a little scouting.” Kalee turned down an aisle and approached a set of empty seats. “To snap up a new batch and bring them to the Centralis Academy for higher-level training.”

At that comment, her voice turned bitter.

Wulf remembered Centralis only as a city in distress. Being the largest city in the world, it was far from the Istalis Confederacy, across a vast ocean. 

In Wulf’s memory, its walls and towers crumbled, stacked buildings burned, and enormous fiends rose from the water outside its port. He remembered Piloting an Oronith, wading waist-deep in the port, or marching through the streets and stomping through hordes of demons.

But never saw Centralis, the shipping hub, the capital of that far-off Kyzanth Empire, in its prime.

“We must’ve…tipped the scales,” Wulf breathed. The ripples of this were going to travel throughout the world, and he couldn’t count on too many of the events he remembered from last time to be the same.

They took a pair of seats two thirds of the way up the risers. They were still a ways away from the centre of the arena, and since the audience would only be academy students, Wulf doubted they’d even fill the arena halfway. Plenty of spaces to choose from. 

Their seats had a direct view of the faculty viewing booths. They could watch and wait for Langold to sit down, and then pounce on him and some of the other important figures from the Centralis Academy. 

“Are we still going with the oracle story?” Kalee asked. 

Wulf shook his head. “Langold would know that it’s false. But…with these guys, do we have to bend the truth so much? Why not say the Field visited us and warned us? It sent its little Messengers or something.”

“To both of us?”

“It’d lend credence to the fact that we’re both approaching them with this.” Wulf slumped forward. “It’s the only chance we have. I don’t have high hopes, but if we can get their Oroniths out there in Arotelk…”

“Then it’ll go much better than the first time,” Kalee agreed. 

“Exactly.”

The crowd began gasping, and the conversation roared to a peak. Wind rushed down on them, and the thrum of hundreds of wingbeats shuddered. A shadow passed overhead, washing over the crowd, and Wulf glanced up.

A pair of Oroniths flew overhead. 

Well, they didn’t fly. They were too large, too bulky, to fly on their own. But with flocks of thrustwings—a massive bird the size of a horse, which happened to be quite intelligent, and most importantly, strong—attached to ropes harnesses, they could carry Oroniths short distances. The thrustwings’ wings glowed, and not just because the sun shone behind them. Their wings sparked, and with each stroke, they interacted with the Field itself, bending reality. 

Two Oroniths passed over the edge of the arena, both hulking gargantuan stone giants, about thirty storeys tall. But they didn’t belong to the Istalis Academy. 

With a clank, the thrustwings’ ropes detached, and the Oroniths dropped into the center of the arena. They both landed in a crouch. The impact sent up waves of sand. A cloud of particles rolled over the audience risers, and vibrations ran up the seats. Stone groaned and creaked. There was a faint whir as runes activated, and the Oroniths’ joints shifted. 

When the dust cleared, two Oroniths stood in the arena, facing each other. If they were the size of humans, the space would only have been about the size of a small boxing ring. 

On the far side of the arena was an Oronith modelled in the fashion of a knight. Bulky stone armour with red steel swirls, spikes on its shoulder, and an enormous sword made out of some crimson metal that Wulf couldn’t identify. Surely, it was magic. 

The Oronith’s head was where the Pilot and Mage stood, visible only as black silhouettes in the orange glow of the golem’s mana. On its shoulder perched a lone thrustwing with a saddle on its back. An elven ranger sat in the saddle, wearing armour made of folding red leaves to match the theme of its crew. He carried a gold-gilded bow and a quiver of arrows that radiated power even from this distance. 

The Oronith’s Artificer perched on its other shoulder, strapped into a harness. He held a pouch of tools at his hip and hooks that looked like ice-picks in his hands. Probably for scampering around the outside of the Oronith and repairing damage. 

On the other side stood a different Oronith with a more angular, blocky design. Blue gemstone armour crystalized over its original shell, and it had no visor, save for two round portholes where its eyes might normally be. It held no weapon, but it raised its fists in a fighting stance. Like the other Oronith, a Ranger and thrustwing perched on one of its shoulders, and an Artificer clung to the other shoulder. 

Dr. Langold approached the front of his glass viewing booth. The voice amplification construct activated. 

“I would like to extend a warm welcome to the Fourth Year students of the Centralis Academy!” Dr. Langold called. “With the main branch’s resources and assistance, they have all advanced to Low-Silver a few weeks ago, and to celebrate their achievement, they have come to demonstrate to us the true strength of Oroniths.”

Langold paused for a second, and behind the glass, Wulf thought he could see the man bending down to look at a sheet of parchment. “I present to you: Scarlethorn and the Fist of Bellar. These are the two top-rated Oronith Crews from the Centralis Academy, and they are here to demonstrate to you a proper fight between two Oroniths.”

Wulf hung his head. Oroniths fighting each other was probably the biggest waste he could imagine, and made all the more frustrating by the fact that a proper, high-level Oronith fight should have been with demons. 

A crew fought like real, sentient species, who had rational thought. Most of the races across the world were humans and near-humans. They were simply races, slices of a whole, but their differences were incredibly minor. Most behaved similarly, thought, similarly, acted similarly. 

Demons were another species altogether. They were beasts of slaughter, and though they may have had thoughts, it was altogether different from humans. They didn’t reproduce in the manner of humans, they didn’t eat in the manner of humans, they didn’t do anything in the manner of humans. You couldn’t anticipate what they would do if you were used to fighting other Oronith crews. 

Wulf shook his head with contempt, then leaned back and glanced at Kalee. “Well, we know where Langold is,” he whispered. “Shall we give it a go?”

She nodded. “Let's.”

Keeping low, they stood up, then navigated through the half-empty stands. Wulf had picked a set of seats near the edge of the row, and when they made it to the stairs, they climbed all the way up to the top of the arena—where a walkway ran around the outer edge. 

As they climbed, a roar rang out through the audience. The ground tremored, stone creaked, and the Oroniths moved. They were slow at first, especially the Fist of Bellar (probably the one with blue armour), but given their size, their movement was faster than it should have been. 

The weight was there, and when the Oroniths struck each other, booms rolled across the arena. Shockwaves rumbled across the crowd, and wind blasted where the Oroniths’ bodies swayed and arms swung. 

These were Silvers, too, Wulf reminded himself. Most Ascendants only made it to High-Iron and Low-Silver in their lives, but those at the Centralis Academy would have a better shot than most. They had the resources of the Academy, and more importantly, the drive and will to accomplish what they desired—or to convince the Field that they were striving toward it. They’d grow much stronger.

When Wulf and Kalee made it halfway around the outer edge of the arena, a wave of dust and sand washed across the risers. Wind pushed students back in their chairs from the sheer movement of the Oroniths. Wulf and Kalee, without ground to stand on, lifted off their feet and slid into the wall behind them. 

The gust passed, and he turned to Kalee. “Are you alright?”

“I’m good,” she replied. “Keep going!”

As soon as she finished, Scarlethorn took a wide stance, held out its hand, and emanated a wave of sound…almost like a Mage’s spell Skill, but vibrating through the Oronith’s runes. A condensed bar of orange flame roared out its hand and struck its opponent in the shoulder. Crystal and stone shattered with the impact, and debris scattered across the sand.

The spell cut off quickly, though. The flame sloshed and sputtered, almost like liquid. Most arcane fire didn’t seem as real as regular fire, but at the same time, had an infinitely greater physical presence. 

The Fist of Bellar charged forward, stone creaking, and engaged its opponent in a fist-fight. They threw and tossed each other. Scarlethorn’s sword clattered to the ground, and the Rangers took flight, firing enchanted arrows at the Oroniths. 

It was an uglier brawl than most Oronith fights, but then again, they were just students. Fourth Years, too, though they might have been technically more powerful than the faculty members of the Istalis Academy branch. 

Wulf and Kalee reached the door to the viewing booths, though. On the outside, there were no guards, and they probably hadn’t been expecting anyone to enter. 

But Wulf did anyway. 

He threw open the door and stepped inside, and, searching out Dr. Langold, said, “Headmaster?”

“Wu—Hrothen?” Dr. Langold titled his head.

“Sorry, sir, but we need to talk.”

            

    
        Chapter 35: Convincing 

    
    
    
    
                The glass booth had only a few rows of seats, and they were sparsely occupied by the Istalis Academy faculty members in their mismatched robes and dresses and doublets. But all the Ascendants of the Centralis Academy were easy to pick out. They all wore matching white gambesons and violet cloaks. Rune-covered sashes ran from shoulder to hip, and though it might have been decorative, they still had to be expensive. 

All of them had Gold or Ruby badges. Ruby being the second highest tier, one rank off the highest—Orichalchum. 

And now, they were all staring at Wulf. 

“Hey, Headmaster…” Wulf cleared his throat, suddenly aware of how many people were staring at him. 

He’d been in the presence of powerful Ascendants before, but it was never with him as the center of attention, and once more…he once again felt like a nineteen-year-old student in the presence of his betters. His mind told him he was.

He quickly recovered, turned his face blank, and stepped forward. Headmaster Langold sat at the center of the booth, in the very front row, with the receptor of the voice-amplifying construct in front of him—a rune-covered crystal with a rope fastened to one end. He deactivated it.

“What is it, my boy?” Langold asked. He leaned to the side, where he must’ve seen Kalee standing behind, and said, “And Ms. Chipa.”

He then motioned to the empty seats beside him. “Please, sit down.”

He was probably being more gracious than usual because his superiors were in the room, which was exactly what Wulf needed. It’d look bad if Langold turned him down right away without even considering the proposal. 

Wulf and Kalee both took their seats. For a second, Wulf remained silent, staring out through the angled panes of glass and watching the dueling Oroniths in the arena demonstrate their abilities. 

Scarlethorn unleashed a few more pulses of arcane flame, then picked up its sword and lit the blade aflame. The arcane weapon conducted and amplified the fire, and it cut glowing gashes into the Fist of Bellar’s armour. The Fist of Bellar, though, conjured lightning on its fists, and each punch came with a crack of thunder. The windows of the booth rattled. 

“We…we both saw a Messenger, sir,” Wulf said. That wasn’t necessarily a lie at all. A Messenger had sent them both back in time. “They told us that there was going to be a demon attack soon.”

Headmaster Langold stared forward. He blinked a few times, cleared his throat, then motioned for a man behind him. “Headmaster Azanthius?”

An elderly man with long white hair, with a Middle-Ruby rank badge, stood up. He was a few rows behind them, but he descended the stairs at the edge of the booth, then navigated over until he stood directly behind Langold. “Yes, Mr. Langold?”

Mister. Cold. 

“You may wish to hear what these two have to say, sir,” Langold said. 

“Indeed, I heard their statement.” Azanthius brushed out his gambeson. Unlike the others, his gambeson had golden embroidery all across it, and his vambrace was made of a pearlescent material that made Wulf’s mind swim whenever he looked at it. It resonated in his perception, affecting all his senses. 

A material too powerful for someone at Low-Coal to even comprehend properly. 

“They’re quaking,” Azanthius said. “I can sense him quivering in his boots…and her tail is shuddering. I don’t believe them.”

“I’d think that they would be scared, given what they’re doing,” Langold replied. “Whether they were telling the truth or lying…you remember what it was like at their ages, yes?”

“Perhaps. I will trust your perception for the time-being. It has been two centuries since I was so young.”

“Please, Mr. Hrothen,” Langold said, “continue.”

“We…we both had a Messenger come to us. It was during our…uh, detention with Thalin.” Wulf straightened up. “They told us that there would be an attack on the second Secondday of Eighthmonth. The first wave of a new demon attack will return.”

“The Field can tell the future to average students, now?” Azanthius said. “It has never once told the future to anyone but an Oracle, and certainly not through a Messenger.”

Kalee provided, “Perhaps it was for an achievement? We noticed the monsters in the woods were growing more and more agitated.”

“Messengers only award the most powerful Marks for the most meaningful achievements,” said Azanthius. “And, most importantly, achievements that align with your purpose and your souls' desires. No one under Iron-Tier has ever been visited by a Messenger." 

That hadn't been true in the future. Wulf had known a few Bronzes who earned a Messenger-delivered Mark, but they were few and far between.

"To tell the truth," Azanthius said, "I don’t believe you. I cannot. But I do not understand the motive for a lie." 

"If demons destroyed the world, the Field would have just as much to lose," Langold suggested. "It is sustained by the life and very existence of our planet." 

"Then it could tell an Oracle." 

"Sir," Wulf said, "I cannot explain why it happened, but it is true. And I don't see why the Field would lie." Knowing full well it wouldn't work, he added, "I could make a Field pact to you. I could swear it." It’d make him seem more genuine.

"Pacts do not work like that," Azanthius said. "You can sway the truth many ways, and a pact only requires that you believe in yourself, not on empirical measures." 

"But—" 

"I am sorry, Hrothen." Azanthius folded his hands. "I am sure you believe that this is necessary. I have been the headmaster of the Centralis Academy for nearly fifteen years now, and I have met many students. You seem like a good one, but even the best can be manipulated and deluded, or blinded by emotion." 

"Sir, we both saw it," Kalee provided. 

"And two can be wrong." Azantius shook his head. "If I am wrong, I will freely admit it. But to deploy Oroniths is a great expense, not only of mana and maintenance, but for political capital. They are our grandest creations, the pinnacle of human and human-like achievement. They must be used for impressive measures, lest our people question their purpose: why craft stone giants into Oroniths, why levy taxes and build academies, why keep our projects secret and work the mines when all we plan to do with our Oroniths is march them around on the whims of a boy? Better to keep them out of sight, out of mind.”

Wulf sighed. “Sir, what if we’re right?”

“I can ask many what ifs. There is the possibility of a demon attack every day. You have learned this now, haven’t you?”

“Yes.”

Langold rubbed his forehead. “If it sways you in any way, Headmaster Azanthius, these two are currently shaping up to be our second and third best students, right behind Umoch’s boy.”

“It wouldn’t make a difference to me if Umoch the Elder said it, either,” Azanthius said. “I care about the Oroniths, and the Oroniths are my utmost concern.”

Wulf tilted his chin up toward the arena, where the two Oroniths brawled, demonstrating their power and techniques to the lower-tier students. Chunks of stone and damaged armour lay scattered about the arena, and the vibrations had to be heard for miles. “That’s not a waste?”

“To inspire future generations of crews?” Azanthius shook his head. “It is not. Nevermind that everyone present today is an Ascendant. If they returned to a city and told tales of what they saw here in this arena, the average man’s mind would scarcely comprehend what he was hearing.”

Wulf shook his head. Back in Carolaign, they had heard stories of the enormous stone giants that would walk by once in a lifetime. He hadn’t believed them, either, and certainly not that the Oroniths would be as large as they were. Unfortunately, Azanthius was right. 

“I appreciate your earnesty,” Langold said. “But Azanthius’ word is final. We will not send the Oroniths.” 

Wulf had expected this reaction, but he didn’t like it any more now than in his imagination. He dipped his head respectfully and walked toward the door, though he was sure he was scowling the whole way. Kalee kept a straight face, and walked with such complete grace that Wulf didn’t think he’d be able to compete. 

She left the booth before him. He stopped at the doorway, though, holding it open to the rushing wind, booms, and cheering of outside. 

A vision of the burning world flashed through his mind. He saw himself running through flames, and he remembered cutting through hordes of demons…and, through other men, too. A burst of desperation overtook him, his throat tightened, and he couldn’t not speak.

“Dr. Azanthius? Dr. Langold?” Wulf asked. “Have you ever killed anyone?”

Both men turned to look at Wulf. Langold blinked in confusion, and Azanthius regarded him with utmost curiosity. 

“I haven’t, my boy,” Langold said. 

“Neither have I,” Dr. Azanthius said. “But I don’t imagine it’s pleasant, and…I would expect a farmboy like you to have had a few skirmishes with bandits, yes.”

“Yeah,” Wulf said. He opened his mouth, then shut it again, then after a few seconds, said, “There are moments when you have to make hard choices. You know that something will stick in your mind forever, but you love what’s behind you more than yourself and your own dignity. You think this little golden age will last forever, but dark days are coming. Soon, everyone will have to make choices they—”

“You are dismissed,” Azanthius said quickly. “If you leave now, I will hold no resentment for you, and I will look past this encounter in all future discussions. Do you understand?”

Wulf shook his head in frustration, then said, “Good afternoon,” and stepped out. He let the door slam behind him. 


~ ~ ~


Wulf met Kalee, Irmond, and Seith out in front of the arena. Crowds of departing students rushed past on either side, either heading toward the mess hall or other buildings to spend the rest of the day. 

Wulf leaned against a lantern-post, head slumped forward, arms crossed. “I know we didn’t have high hopes, but…”

“Frustrating,” Kalee said. “I know.” She approached slowly, then put a gentle hand on his shoulder. “Are you alright?”

“I’ll be fine.” He shook his head. 

“If you need to talk…”

“Thank you, but…we have bigger concerns than my feelings. We have a couple days until the Ninth.” He inhaled slowly. “Last chance to back out. We could be in enormous trouble, and if this doesn’t work…we could be expelled.” He shut his eyes. “There is a chance all of you could die. There’s a chance I could.”

“We’re in,” they blurted out quickly. 

“We gave you our word once,” Kalee said. “I don’t think anyone wants to go back on it.”

“Then…I need to start preparing potions and a dream socket. We have an Oronith to steal.”

            

    
        Chapter 36: Transmutations 

    
    
    
    
                Wulf spent his next mornings and evenings on alchemy. He kept his head down, spent as much time in his storage pendants as he could, and worked the hardest he ever had. 

Whether this was truly his heart’s desire, whether he was working toward what he actually desired, he couldn’t say. It was part of what he wanted, sure, to protect and stop the world he knew from ending. 

He did know that the Wulf of forty-one years ago wouldn’t have dared steal an Oronith. The younger version of him might have wanted the adventure, but he wouldn’t have done it. 

The Wulf of today was willing to make the leap. And afterward, he’d just have to keep making leaps, until they did what they had to.

For the first phase of his plan, he made an invisibility potion. First, he ventured into the eastern plains, an hours’ walk from the Academy, where the iceshrubs would be budding, and snatched up enough buds to fill his pockets. He mashed them into a pulp, then extracted their essences in a tincture and blocked their transmutation with a backward catalyst. By evening on the first day, he’d created a Low-Copper invisibility potion. It’d work on anyone who hadn’t developed their perception abilities at all, or anyone who wasn’t paying close attention.

He took stock of his entire potion inventory: six basic poison potions that caused nausea or blindness or a common cold, his splatter potion, a luck potion, and two Yeti’s Might potions. Enough potions to fight with, but he needed one more. 

He gathered up the ingredients from the High-Iron yeti. He only had enough to create one of his best potions yet, and he’d need that in the coming days. 

Using everything he knew, he melted the ice shards into mana-water, he extracted the yeti hairs into a sickly gray tincture, and he mixed and boiled them down into a Middle-Silver Tier juice. 

He consumed his luck potion to feed his potion the aura, but he wanted the proper yeti potion, so he used a catalyst-slip in reverse, and attached it just in time to stop the potion from transmuting. 

When the potion finished, the Field identified it as:


Yeti’s Authority Potion (High-Silver Quality)

Greatly increases user’s strength and speed, grants immunity to cold, and creates an aura of fear around you in anyone lower in rank than this potion. Active for a half-hour. 


[By crafting a potion, you have increased your mana. Advancement progress: 4%]


Wulf nodded in satisfaction, and kept it in his flask. He hadn’t had time to custom make a flask for it, so he knew there was still room to improve, but he’d need more ingredients when the time came. 

For now, he needed more constructs—both for himself, and for the dream sockets. He knew he’d be putting Seith on a tight timer, but if he could get her the material she needed, hopefully she could still produce something in time for him. 

Besides, he needed to try out his new transmutation Skill. 

He gathered up a bunch of rusty screws, nails, and other metal scraps, then melted them in his crucible and poured them into a packed-sand mould that he roughly hoped was ingot-sized. It was low-quality iron, and of course, it didn’t register with the Field. 

As soon as it was cool enough to touch, he placed it on the desk, then withdrew a poisonous potion. 

Targeting the poisonous potion in his mind, he triggered [Chaotic Alteration]. He wasn’t sure what was supposed to happen, but the Field tingled on the surface of his hand. 

Then the potion changed colour. First, it became an opaque black, and with every second, it simmered down, until there was a little sliver at the bottom of the vial. But after a few more seconds, the liquid turned a dark blue, with white, starry pinpricks and magenta swirls. It had no depth, and it made his mind fuzzy the longer he looked at it. 

But…if he was looking at this right, he’d just created a sliver of Primal Matter at the bottom of the vial. He stoppered it with his free hand as quickly as he could, but it kept shrinking, until there was only a tiny droplet at the bottom. In an instant, it froze, and sprang up into a tiny crystal of about the same volume. It looked like it had no depth, but when he turned it, it had three dimensions. It was a tiny window into space. 

When he shook the vial around, the crystal made no noise. Nothing. 

But he had other concerns other than a crumb-sized crystal of Primal Material. Chaos swirled in the palm of his left hand. He turned his palm up, dreading what he’d see, but again, his mind barely understood. A tiny hurricane swirled above the palm of his hand, with no colour, but wherever it touched, it turned the air into broken glass, almost like a kaleidoscope. 

And it was starting to sting. 

Not knowing how else to transfer it, he slammed his hand down onto the top of his homemade iron ingot, willing the chaotic energy of the poison potion into the metal. 

With a pop, the metal shifted, and the chaotic energy transferred from his hand to the steel. 

He reached for his alchemy textbook and flipped it open to the page with all the alchemy tables and charts. According to the IRON chart, a base iron ingot (about one pound) could be transmuted into seven different substances by adding chaos, and two different substances by adding order. On the order side, it ended at lead, and on the chaotic side, it ended at raw, pure sodium, but not all were proper elements. 

There were some intermediaries which were, in fact, arcane substances. 

Adding ‘one unit of chaos’ would lead to quiversteel: a substance known for its vibration-enhancing properties. The final, strongest arcane intermediary on the chaotic side, which required near a thousand units of chaotic energy, was titanbone. If you added too much, it’d transmute too far and become sodium, and not enough, and it’d stay as a weaker ‘starskel’.

The textbook stated: It is difficult to know how much a unit of chaos or order is, but as an alchemist practices, they will learn to feel the different amounts of material they are employing. However, one unit of chaos is roughly equivalent to the chaotic energy from burning a single tree. 

Given that the poison potion had been Low-Copper…well, it felt roughly equivalent to the strength of a burning tree. 

He picked up the ingot of quiversteel. It was slightly shinier, and it registered with the Field now: 


Quiversteel Ingot (Low-Coal Quality)

A garbage ingot repurposed into a tool by a determined alchemist. Enhances all vibrations it receives. 


Wulf picked it up and carried it to the common room, where the others agreed that they could be found if he needed them. Of course, they weren’t the only ones in the common room, so Wulf motioned to Seith, beckoning her to the door. She stood up from the couch that she, Kalee, and Irmond had been sharing, and walked over. 

As soon as she was out of earshot and sight of anyone else in the common room, Wulf placed the ingot in her hand. “Would you be able to make a mana absorption construct out of this?”

“Where did you get this?” she whispered. “Did you steal this from the artificers’ labs, Wulf? No…it’s not neat enough to be an academy supply, not rigid enough.”

“Not this time,” he agreed. “I made it.”

“Made it? You don’t make arcane metals out of nothing.”

He pointed his thumb at himself. “Alchemist.”

Shaking her head, Seith tossed the ingot from hand-to-hand, testing its weight. “Yeah, I think I can make something out of this. Give me until tomorrow morning. I’ll get you a storage construct, and two basic dream sockets.”

“Only one dream socket,” he reminded her. “Kalee is a Mage, and needs regular mana sockets. You have schematics for those?”

She nodded. “In our textbook. Good luck.”

They had one more day to prepare, and he could spend the day tomorrow expanding and drawing mana into his storage core. By now, with all his practice, his storage core was nearly as large as a Bronze’s main core would be, and about twice the size of his regular Coal core. 

But of course, Wulf didn’t want to rely on an Artificer to make all his personal equipment. Earning constructs was one thing, but he planned to make his own weapons and armour. 

The next day, in the morning, he practiced creating Primal Material. He took blocks of scrap wood from outside, and, given they were a raw material, and they were weak and didn’t register with the Field, he could draw the chaos right out of them without much effort. But, the longer he held the little swirling maelstroms of chaotic energy in the palm of his hand, the more it etched his skin and…changed things. The creases on his hand changed orientation, and some disappeared altogether. Calluses would probably form to prevent that, but for the moment, he was just earning blisters. 

An ingot-sized block of wood condensed down into barely a flake of Primal Material, but he stored it all in the same vial. It wasn’t nearly enough to use in a Skill—apparently, some complex transmutations needed Primal Material as an ingredient. But he’d keep producing it.

He added the chaos he extracted to a different block of wood. One unit of chaos was enough to turn it to arcane spongewood, and another two units converted it to a brick of compact loam. 

He then tried drawing chaos from his plants. He picked two sacrificial orcweed plants. They condensed down into slightly larger droplets of Primal Material, being arcane plants, and each netted him two units of chaos. He turned the block of wood into whitewood, an ivory-like arcane substance, and then finally, into coal. 

When he had half a vial of Primal Material crystals, he dumped them out onto the table, onto a sheet of steelglass. Glass was resistant to the hungry, aspect-devouring effects of the Primal Material. 

According to the textbook, some weapons in the ancient era had been made directly out of Primal Material, and though he’d never seen one, he could always try. The crystals were hard to the touch, but in his crucible, they sintered together into a lump of void, a slightly larger window into space. Using steelglass, he hammered them into a crude dart—it was all he could muster. 

With his bare fingers, he tried touching it. It tingled, trying to tug aspects out of his skin, but it was slow. He could hold it for a while before it’d do any damage. 

It was liquids and dusts that you had to watch out for. Primal Material drew aspects out of powder much easier than a solid lump of stone. 

Then…he tried throwing the dart. It was heavy, about twice as heavy as it would have been if it’d been made of steel, and when the sharp tip bit into the dorm wall, it sank a few inches into the stone, creating dust. Immediately, it consumed the dust. Veins of disturbance spread from the impact point, trying to implode the brick, and Wulf lunged forward. 

He snatched up the dart before it could do any more damage, but a clump of weakened material still crumbled out of the stone. He shifted his paper calendar up the wall to hide the impact point and winced. 

If that dart broke skin, he didn’t want to know what it’d do, trying to absorb the aspects of blood. He tucked it into the glass vial to keep it safe, then, for experiment’s sake, spat on it. 

Instantly, it absorbed the spit. Liquid seemed to interact with Primal Material well, as well as if it penetrated deep into a substance. A slice of the dart crumbled off the side, turning to some sort of real-matter dust, before bursting into flame and disappearing.

“Keep that safe,” he muttered, then sealed it up with a cork stopper. 

A few minutes later, Seith arrived carrying an armful of equipment. She silently handed it to Wulf, and he nodded his thanks. 


Inactive Arcane Construct: Mana Tablet (Middle-Bronze Quality)

Stores mana for up to two months. Maximum storage: four mana stipends. 


Creator’s note: Just figure it out.


“Thanks,” he whispered. 

She dipped her head, then set off back down the hallway.

Now, Wulf only had twenty-four hours to keep gathering mana, expanding his core, and prepare himself to pilot an Oronith, and there was still quite the checklist to tick off.

            

    
        Chapter 37: Dream Sockets

    
    
    
    
                Wulf waited outside Kalee’s dorm room door, leaning against the doorframe, arms folded behind his back. He’d knocked once, but she wasn’t there, and now, he was left waiting outside for her to get back from whatever she was doing so late in the evening. 

His face flushed. This wasn’t going to look good if anyone caught him. Hanging out in the girls’ wing of the dorms, leaning against the wall, waiting outside someone’s door. 

He scowled. Kinda odd. Shouldn’t have been thinking like that with his age and experience. He’d grown past such mild embarrassments, hadn’t he?

But then again, he was dealing with the mind of a nineteen year old Academy student. It wasn’t his old brain, and he just had the memories of his past life, not the exact same aged mind. Some things just didn’t change. 

Finally, after a few minutes of waiting, Kalee ran down the hallway in the opposite direction, panting. Her hair wasn’t in a braid, and when she skittered to a halt in front of the door, it fluttered into her face. She blew it aside with an annoyed puff. “Sorry to keep you waiting. Had to lose my roommate. But I’m here now.”

“How long do we have?” he asked. 

“About three hours before she gets back. Should be more than enough.”

He groaned, knowing how that sounded, but still asked, “You got everything?” It had been her job to gather the extra equipment they’d need to implant a dream socket into Wulf and mana sockets into Kalee. 

“I’ve got it all inside,” she said, then hauled a key out from her pocket and unlocked the door. It swung inward, revealing a room much the same as Wulf’s. On one side, the walls were plastered with woodblock prints of a famous young wandering bard-band that had quite a few fans. The other side, similarly to Wulf’s room, was nearly empty. That was probably Kalee’s side.

Kalee lit a lantern and hung it from a hook at the center of the room, and Wulf kicked the door shut. 

“What’s the process like?” she asked. “I’ve never implanted a socket before. Not in my last life, not now. Being an Artificer and all.”

“I’ll go first,” he said. “If you want, I can tell you what to do. It should go much more smoothly than it did last time.” 

In his last life, he’d ripped out a dead Pilot’s dream socket and rammed it into his own neck in the middle of a battle. Anything could go better than that. 

“You would trust me that much?” she whispered. 

“I don’t have much of a choice,” Wulf said. “But, yes. I trust anyone who I’ve fought alongside. I know that you have control of yourself, too, because we’ve fought against each other much more than alongside each other, and you haven’t ever hurt me, even though you could have. People show who they truly are in battle.”

She nodded slowly. 

“Do you trust me?” he asked. 

“I…I suppose.”

“This isn’t going to work if you don’t trust me,” Wulf said. 

“I’m sorry, but…in my last life, I faced plenty of betrayal.” She shook her head. “I, I—”

“You don’t have to say,” Wulf replied. “I get it. At least, not wanting to talk about your past, that is.”

“How can I not tell you? Not now. My own family, after I returned from the academy…well, it turned out they’d made a pact with a demon-spirit. In exchange for their firstborn daughter, they would be allowed to live on.” She swallowed. “The sting has faded, but it’s still there. For years, I was the demon-spirit’s slave, and his beatings were really what made me lose my sight and hearing.” She turned away, eyes glistening. “When I finally escaped, I trained as hard as I could. I learned to fight. I went back to my family, hoping to get revenge…only to find that they’d died years before, and I was chasing ghosts. That’s one of the reasons I agreed to come back.”

Wulf sighed. “To get revenge on them, properly?”

“Yeah.” She crossed her arms. “Don’t tell me revenge won’t make me feel any better, because I know it won’t. But I have to do it.”

“I won’t say anything if you don’t want me to.” At least, not yet. This world had changed, and he wouldn’t let her hurt innocents if it could be avoided, but he doubted that was what she needed to hear right now. 

“Sorry for unloading on you,” she replied. “But…I suppose you’re the only one who I can trust with that information.”

He leaned against the wall. “I won’t say anything yet, because I still don’t know that much about you. But I promise I’ll be your friend, and that doesn’t always mean agreeing with everything you do.”

“I…understand.” She nodded. “Weird, but that sort of makes me trust you more.”

“I’m glad. Now, shall we get started?” He reached into his haversack, and retrieved the three constructs Seith had made for him. All three were discs about the width of his palm, with a coil of short wires stretching out their backs, like jellyfish. “This is quiversteel, and your flesh will heal around it very quickly because of that. I can’t explain why yet, but quiversteel powder is excellent in healing potions.” He paused. “I’ve also brought two painkilling potions.”

She pulled open a drawer, then hauled out a spare sheet and spread it across the ground. Then, she pulled out a bottle of pure, high-grade cleaning alcohol, a few scalpels and tongs, and tweezers. “That should be everything.”

“Alright,” Wulf said. He retrieved one painkilling potion from his haversack, gulped it down in a single swig, then pulled off his shirt and tapped the back of his neck, where his shoulders swooped up into his neck. “This one, the dream socket, will fit on here. It will clamp onto this…this vertebra.” He tapped a single bulging bone on the back of his neck. “If Seith followed the manual right, she’ll have already provided runic instructions for the socket’s wires to wind into my spine without causing lasting damage, and a touch of Artificer mana for it to function.”

Wulf handed her the socket, then laid down flat on his stomach. “Don’t rush, but these potions are only going to last for ten minutes, and I’d rather save one for you.”

“I’ve probably experienced worse.”

“You probably have. Doesn’t mean you should have to.”

She snorted, then picked up a scalpel. Wulf told her where to make the proper incisions, where to cut the skin, and where to attach the socket. For now, he only felt slight pressures when she cut in, but blood still trickled down the sides of his neck, pooling beneath him, and it didn’t make the feeling of blade against bone any less uncomfortable. Not painful, but just weird.

After five minutes, she pressed the socket down, and with a click, it clamped onto the bone. The faint wisps of mana Seith had provided it activated. Wulf clenched his teeth and grunted, because there was very little a painkiller could do about wires snaking directly into your spinal column. It hurt, like fire arcing down his spine, and his eyes glistened.

And then it was done. Slowly, the discomfort faded. The socket had been fastened. Kalee tossed him a bandage, and he wrapped it around his neck. Not tight enough to choke him, but tight enough to catch the blood as it seeped out his body. 

“You’re alright?” she asked. 

“Never better.” Wulf groaned sarcastically, pushing himself up. “Are you ready?”

“Not sure if I want to be, after seeing that.”

“Unless you just want to ram the tubes right into your lower spine and ribs tomorrow.” Wulf shrugged, then pulled his shirt back on. He couldn’t help but notice her blushing and looking away. 

At least he wasn’t the only one. He sighed. 

“You make it sound so appealing,” she said.

“That’s the point. It’s not. Attach the sockets once, and you’ll only have to do it once. Unless you find better materials and a way to enhance them. In that case, you’ll have to replace them. But the good news is, I’ll hopefully be better at making painkilling potions by then.”

“Excellent. Just excellent.” She shuddered. Wulf handed her the second painkilling potion, and she slurped it down, then winced. “What did I say about making the potions taste so horrible?” She puckered her lips inward. 

“You know, I’m starting not to notice it.”

“Yeah, you’ll be the only one.”

“You could buy me some sugar?” Again, he shrugged. 

“Maybe I will, if you’re going to keep making me drink them.” She rolled her eyes. “Right, let’s get this over with. Where do my sockets go?”

“One on the lower spine, in the curve of your back, and one on your third rib. Bottom one is for your mana to leave your body, and the top one is for your spell Skills to transmit through.” He held up both the sockets. They weren’t made entirely of quiversteel, but they had lots in them. 

Kalee pulled her shirt off, leaving just the standard girls’ chest-wrap, then laid down on the tarp. “I swear, don’t mess this up, or I’ll beat you right here.”

“Wow,” Wulf muttered. “That was prickly.”

“Sorry,” she muttered. “Kinda…slipped out. Threats are a habit.”

He knelt down beside her, picked up the scalpel, and set to work. As soon as he placed a hand on her back to steady himself, she flinched and squirmed, then said again, “Sorry.”

“I need you to hold still, or we might cause permanent damage,” he whispered. “Please.”

“Sorry. Habit. I used to be much, much worse.”

“I’d bet. But still, they’re your legs, and you probably want to keep using them.”

“Yeah.”

When he attached the first socket to her spine, she winced, and exhaled through clenched teeth, but said nothing. The second one, which he attached to her ribcage, was slightly easier, and it had less wires. In all, it took about five minutes. She wrapped her own bandages, then quickly folded up the tarp. 

“Alright,” she said. “That went better than I thought.”

“Like I said,” Wulf replied. “Not the first time I’ve done this.”

“Sure enough.” She rolled her shirt down with a blush, then turned away. “Alright, I need to sleep, and you do too. I’ll clean up here, and you better be ready for tomorrow. We’re counting on you.”


~ ~ ~


Tomorrow couldn’t come fast enough, but when it did, Wulf was ready. It was time to steal an Oronith.

When he woke up, the back of his neck blazed with pain. The painkiller had worn off long ago, but it seemed more angry this morning. He pushed it to the back of his mind, managing it as he was used to doing, then proceeded with his day.

First, he needed Ján and Umoch to make this work. They might not have been his crew, but he couldn’t steal an Oronith without a distraction. 

It was early in the morning on the Ninth, and perhaps it was just Wulf’s mind playing tricks on him, but the air was tight. Everyone seemed quieter, and though their voices still turned to a roar of noise in the Academy hallways, it wasn’t as much of a roar. He’d peeled off the bandage around his neck, revealing his socket. The collar of his shirt hid it, still, and with the help of the quiversteel, his flesh had already mostly sealed around the socket, holding it in place.

“Where are you going?” Ján asked. “Don’t you usually go out for a run with your Ranger friend early in the morning?”

Wulf nodded. “Today’s a little different, though. I can’t explain it, but I need your help.”

“I’ve got your back, but…what do you need?” Ján tilted his head, then leaned closer. “You need a wingman? You going to ask out that Pangian girl you’ve been hanging out with? I can give you some tips, you know.”

Wulf rolled his eyes. “Sorry. Not today. I need a big distraction, and I need people to think I was over here.”

“Distraction? What are you doing? Are you running away?”

“Sorta. But I’ll be back soon. As long as I don’t get expelled for this.”

“Will I?”

“Not as long as I keep you in the dark about what’s going on.” They rounded a corner, then pushed out through a door and stepped onto a pathway across the fields, walking toward the central butte. Wulf had seen Umoch’s posse almost every day during their early morning runs. They’d cross from the dorms over to the bathhouse, where they’d lounge until the morning bell sounded. 

If Wulf timed this right…

He kept his eyes down, purposely not looking where he was going, until he crashed into another boy. Ján, taking the hint, also decided to walk straight into one of Umoch’s goons, even though he’d been looking straight forward. 

…he’d bump right into them.

Wulf grinned. 

“Hey! Look where you’re going!” exclaimed the boy Wulf had crashed into, a human with long black hair. “You’re—”

“Wait!” came Umoch’s voice. He pushed aside two of his underlings, then approached Wulf. “Dog. You looking for a fight?”

Perfect. Now, he could spring his trap. 

            

    
        Chapter 38: Distraction

    
    
    
    
                Wulf looked Umoch straight in the eyes and said, “As it happens, I was just going on my way. I didn’t really expect someone like you to actually fight me. You wouldn’t, before, and”—Wulf motioned at Umoch’s rank badge, which was coal-black with three lines across it—“it seems you’ve made it two tiers higher than me already. Wouldn’t be fair, still, now would it?”

Didn’t change the fact that Wulf almost certainly had more Marks than Umoch, but he wouldn’t say that. 

“You talk tough,” Umoch snarled, “but without a golem, what are you?”

An alchemist. 

“I dunno, but without your friends to back you up, what are you?” Wulf asked. 

“Wulf…” Ján warned. 

“I have to do this,” Wulf whispered back. “If you want out, you’re welcome to run away now.”

“I have a feeling I’ll be safer here than whatever you’re doing…”

“Correct.”

Ján cleared his throat and raised his voice. “I, for one, know that I stopped taking Umoch and the Fletchers seriously after Wulf beat them up outside the golem labs. Heard it was an amazing brawl! Heard he took out the Fletchers single-handedly, except for Umoch! But he’s just going to run this time, too.”

Umoch growled, then threw a punch at Wulf’s head. Wulf turned slightly. He could dodge it, but there’d be no point in that. Let Umoch get the first satisfying hit, but take the blow, turn himself slightly to deflect the force. 

It still stung, and he took a step to the side, cheek burning from the impact, but it didn’t harm him. 

“Be thankful I didn’t use a spell Skill,” Umoch snapped. “Apologize, give us a quarter of your ration chits for the week, and we’ll let you go.”

“Oh, I’m thankful.” Wulf staggered back, exaggerating the hit a little more, until his back came up against a lanternpost. In the early morning, the lanterns were still lit, and last night, he’d weakened one of the lantern-hooks before he went to sleep. It was ready to snap. Below it was nothing but a field of dry autumn grass. 

“That was the best you could do?” Ján egged. 

“Stay out of it, Middle-Wood,” one of the Fletcher boys sneered. 

“Need another hit, then?” Umoch snapped. “Or you gonna apologize?”

“What?” Wulf asked. “Sorry for showing everyone how weak you are? Sorry for stopping you from hurting my friend for no good reason? At least I have friends, not sycophants.”

Letting out a shout, Umoch threw another punch at Wulf. This time, Wulf ducked, and Umoch’s hand smashed into the lanternpost. The post shuddered and swayed, and…a lantern snapped off a hook. It fell and smashed into the ground, scattering sparks and fire everywhere. 

Immediately, the field lit up with a whooomph. Flames crackled waist-high, and a column of dark black smoke slithered up into the sky. 

“Ján,” Wulf hissed. “Get Dr. Langold here, and as many professors as you can find. Get them away from the Oronith docks.”

“What?”

“Just do it! Please!”

Ján chewed his lip for a second, then nodded. Before any of the Fletchers could stop him, he bolted off to the side and sprinted across the fields, away from the fire. 

Wulf stepped to the side, unhindered by Umoch, who was staring at the flames. “I don’t have any spells to put it out!” the Fletcher boy shouted. “Someone get water!”

But it was too late for just buckets of water to put it out. They’d need faculty Mages to put up a barrier, or some kind of stronger magic to contain it with. 

Wulf stepped behind the Fletchers, then drew the invisibility potion from his haversack and gulped it down. As usual, it tasted terrible, but he tolerated it. A sheen of rippling air rolled over his vision. His skin tingled, and a faint vortex whirled around him, blocking him and his close personal belongings from sight. When he lifted his hands, he couldn’t see anything, and that meant Umoch couldn’t either. 

The faculty members might, if they were looking closely, but only if they were looking closely. They’d be more focused on the fire. 

Wulf patted himself down, hunting for his haversack. When he found it, he pulled it open, and tucked his empty flask into it. He carried his splatter potion in there, but the rest, he kept in his jacket pockets. 

After all, he’d needed the space in his haversack for Oronith hijacking ingredients. 

Wulf set off toward the butte, leaving the Fletchers to deal with the fire. When he crossed the causeway over from the hills to the central butte, he passed a cluster of sprinting professors—with Dr. Langold at the head. Wulf tucked to the side of the stone bridge, and they ran straight past him. 

Still invisible, he broke into a run. He wound up the side of the butte, sprinting through academy building hallways or crossing walkways, until he arrived at the edge of the Oronith docks. 

It was an enormous cobblestone wharf overlooking flat fields, shaped like a semicircle. The Oroniths, all plain stone, stood with their backs against the wharf, unmoving. If Wulf hadn’t known better, he’d have said they were statues. 

In the morning, the docks were practically empty, save for a few non-Ascendant guards keeping watch. Their armour clanked as they patrolled back and forth, and they tapped their spears on the ground. Not a huge threat, but typically, there would’ve been a few professors keeping watch. 

But putting out a massive grass fire was more important, and the non-Ascendants could keep watch for a few minutes. Or so they thought.

Wulf arrived at the meeting spot he’d discussed with his crew—a landing on one of the many staircases leading down to the docks. Kalee, Irmond, and Seith stood there casually. Irmond wore his uniform, but with a quiver of arrows and bow over his shoulder. Kalee wore her regular uniform, just with a cloak, and Seith was in her tournament attire. She carried a bag of tools at her hip.

“Ready?” Wulf asked them. 

The three others nearly jumped out of their boots. 

“Sorry,” he whispered. “Invisible.”

The others calmed down when they recognized his voice. He picked up a loose rock from the ground to show them where he was, then walked over to the railing and looked down over the docks. 

There were plenty of supply crates and tool racks to hide behind. Smaller loader golems stood inactive in the early morning, their Pilots having not arrived for their shift yet. 

“So, which one do you want?” Kalee asked. “You’re the Pilot—it’s up to you.”

“We’re taking Emerald Vanguard,” Wulf said, pointing at an Oronith on the side of the harbour closest to them—only a few berths down. It was a half of a head taller than the other Oroniths, with wide shoulders and carved stone plate armour overtop sheets of suspended gravel that, from a distance, looked more like a king’s flowing robes than armour. Its head had been carved in the shape of a horseman’s helmet, with a nose-guard in front of its cockpit visor and fins out the side. 

And most importantly, Emerald Vanguard held a warhammer upside down, the blocky head biting into the dirt below, and the giantwood shaft rising up to its chest. It wasn’t fancy, but the Academy expected the crew who took it over to craft its own weapons for it eventually. 

Ultimately, Wulf wasn’t sure if Emerald Vanguard was going to be his Oronith forever. His abilities were changing, and a warhammer didn’t seem like the best weapon for an alchemist or his Oronith. Still, it was what he knew, and for now, it would work.

“You want that one?” Seith asked. “It’s an antique. Its crew died raiding a dungeon a few years ago, and they’ve been looking for a new crew for it ever since.”

“Could’ve at least let us keep the old hammer, then,” Irmond said. 

“They want us to make our own gear,” Kalee provided. “Gear better suited to ourselves. They might give us starting weapons, but they’re just that. Starting weapons.”

“Don’t worry,” Wulf said. “We’ll get a better one sometime. That’s a promise. But for now, this is our best shot. I know how to use a hammer.”

“You?” Seith exclaimed. 

“Keep your voice down!” Irmond hissed. 

“Yes, me,” Wulf said. “And, better yet, none of the current top fourth years have claimed it. We won’t have to override any system settings and convince it to let us pilot it.”

“You…have to do that?” Irmond whispered. 

“Yeah. Now, come on. We don’t have all day. The attack is coming in the morning, and we’re running out of time.”

The four of them crept down the rest of the stairs, then navigated across the dock platform. They dodged patrolling guards and dipped behind crates and barrels, or heaps of deepstone for repairs.

When they were only a few paces away from the ladder up to Emerald Vanguarg’s entrance hatch, Wulf’s invisibility potion wore off. He shimmered back into existence, and immediately, ducked down behind the stack of crates. 

“Go!” he whispered, pointing to the ladders leaning up against the back of their Oronith’s head. “Irmond, Seith, Kalee, wait in the cockpit and prepare the startup sequence. I need a golem.”

“What?” Kalee whispered. 

“You know how to start the Oronith, right?” Like him, she was a Low-Coal, and she should have at least some Skills or Marks to let her transmit mana into stone and wake up the Oronith’s main systems. 

“Yes! But you’re stealing a golem?”

Wulf tilted his head toward the small transport golems. “One of those. I need to be in a little golem to transmit information through the dream socket…to a big Oronith. It’s complicated.”

“You’re going to have to explain to me how this all works,” she said. 

“Yeah, but when we get back. Alive.” Wulf held out his hand. 

She nodded. “Alive.” They clasped each other's wrists for a second, then pulled away. 

“Seith,” Wulf said. “If you have any diagnostics to complete, now would be a good time. I’m trusting you to keep us in top condition.”

“Got it.” She patted her tool bag. 

“Irmond, keep an eye out. If you see anyone coming, warn Kalee.”

The elf boy gave a dutiful nod. “Will do.”

Wulf reached into his haversack and pulled out two Yeti’s Might potions for both of them. They were both still Middle-Wood, and he needed to remember to be realistic about their capabilities. “Use these in an emergency. Kalee has her own supply.” He pressed one into each of their hands. “And remember, I’ll get a boost in my strength and durability if you use them. I’m transmitting my physical capabilities through the Oronith, so it’ll help us all.”

Without another word, Wulf vaulted over the stack of crates, then crept across the dock toward a small loader golem.

            

    
        Chapter 39: Emerald Vanguard

    
    
    
    
                Wulf crossed the Oronith dock until he reached a stack of crates just beside the inactive loader golems. They were regular, seven-foot golems with plain armour and stripes of yellow paint on their shoulder pauldrons for increased visibility. 

A guard waited in front of them, leaning on his spear and yawning. Wulf jumped out of cover and, leveraging his enhanced strength, struck the guard on the top of the head with his fist. The guard’s helmet clanked and the man crumpled, unconscious, but it wasn’t hard enough to do any lasting damage. 

Moving quickly, before any of the other guards noticed, Wulf ripped open his haversack and retrieved a half-finished potion. He jammed the rest of his loose herbs and harvested plant material into it, stirred it, then dumped it over the golem’s head. Liquid filtered through it, and, using a speed potion, Wulf fed it his aura, activating the potion and claiming the golem. Given the quality of the ingredients, it was probably about Low-Copper, but he didn’t have time to assess it.

With [Arm of the Alchemist], he willed the golem to open for him. It did, and he stepped inside.

Almost immediately, the guards sprang to action. Their heads swivelled toward him. They exclaimed and pointed their spears. 

“Hey!” one shouted. “Thief!”

“It’s just a student!” another called. 

“Well, do something! Surround him!”

Not good. Wulf rammed his arms into the golem’s sleeves, then sealed it up just in time to block a spear thrust. 

Using the speed potion, he drove the golem forward, plowing through a trio of guards, then sprinted toward Emerald Vanguard’s hatch. Guards’ boots thudded on the stone behind him, but with his potion and the help of the golem, he was faster.

The ladders up to the hatch on the back of Emerald Vanguard bent and strained under the weight of his golem, and a few steps broke, but he climbed through the hatch nonetheless. Once through, he turned and twisted the hatch’s locking beam shut. Shouts rose up from the dock. 

“We don’t have much time!” Kalee called. 

Wulf turned away from the hatch and faced the space inside the cockpit. There was a small room with a diameter of about ten paces. An enormous glass visor was inlaid at the front of the Oronith’s head, giving them a view of the fields and mountains ahead. It was at least a foot thick, enough to block most regular projectiles, but it was still the weakest part of the Oronith. 

The ceiling was a dome with thatch insulation, and various tubes, netting, and rope running across. Most were for transmitting mana. Sheets of enchanted parchment hung down from the ceiling, and words scrawled across them, using the Field to detail status reports about different parts of the golem.

Kalee had activated the Oronith’s main core, which waited at the back of the golem’s cockpit. It was a polished jade sphere about four feet across, with hundreds of carved rune-lines glowing across it. 

There were two hanging skeletal apparatuses at the center of the cockpit, standing right next to each other. Harnesses, ready to clamp to the arms and legs of a human. One was sized for a regular human—a Mage—and Kalee had already slotted herself into it. She’d wrapped bands of rune-covered fabric around her arms, and had plugged a cord of braided silk into each of the sockets they’d attached last night. The gaps in the braids glowed orange with her mana. 

The second holding apparatus was much larger—sized to hold a golem. A needle stuck out the back, positioned to slot right into his dream socket and link with his mind. He marched toward it. 

“Alright,” he said. “The moment I lock into the dream socket, I’ll sync with the dream nodes, and Emerald Vanguard will be under my control. Are you guys ready?”

“I’m good,” Kalee said. “Slotted in, and I can fling my spell Skills through the golem.”

“Ready,” Seith and Irmond both confirmed. 

“Then let’s go.” Wulf opened up his golem’s helmet for the last time, then slid into the holding apparatus. He shifted his neck until the socket aligned with the apparatus’ needle, then slotted it into the back of his dream socket. 

His mind whirled. Wind scoured his brain, and his vision went blank for a few seconds. The loader golem’s core lit up in his perception, a small marble of stone, and it aligned with the larger Oronith’s core. A pulse of resonance blasted between them, carried along the dream link. A faint purple line erupted in the air between the cores, signalling a complete link. 

Wulf’s mind whirled through the Oronith, passing through the dream nodes and mana channels of the larger beast. A stone giant, a rare beast from the mountains, was made entirely of deepstone, much like the smaller golems. Wulf’s perception washed over the beast, and he registered parts of its lumbering form as parts of himself for just a moment. 

But there were also the external modifications. The layers upon layers of armour, the deepstone constructs, which functioned as joints and artificial muscles strands. The tubes and rune-lines for conducting all of it. It was hardly a natural beast anymore. 

Mana fled his body. [Arm of the Alchemist] worked twice as hard to fuel his golem, and it leaked out, flying across the dream-link and pouring into the Oronith. The runes, which had previously been lit by Kalee’s simple startup, now flared bright, and the cockpit shone with green light. 

Then his mind snapped back to his own self. His eyes were his, his vision cleared, and he was back in the cockpit. 

But the link remained. He felt an echo of the Oronith’s feet, an impression of his hands wrapped around the haft of the hammer. 

Then, he took a step. His golem’s foot lurched forward on a track, moving with the apparatus, and Emerald Vanguard moved with him. The Oronith took a step, breaking away from the docks. A wooden pier snapped away from its chest, crumbling away and plummeting. Ropes broke and swayed, and a chain clanked. Wulf was pretty sure he heard the non-Ascendant guards jumping off back onto the docks. 

The sheets of enchanted paper shimmered, and ink messages scrawled across them:


[Emerald Vanguard (High-Bronze Tier Oronith) has activated. Systems diagnostic complete. All functions in good order.]


“They’ll send people after us when word spreads…” Irmond warned. “They’ll send Oroniths after us.”

“Let them,” Wulf said. “Then we’ll have help when the first wave of demons arrive.” He sealed his golem’s helmet over his head once more

“What if they catch us before we reach Arotelk?” Seith asked. 

“Oroniths take a while to activate the normal way,” Wulf said. “We have at least an hour.” Reaching forward, the clamp resisting him somewhat, he made the movement he wanted the Oronith to do. 

The cockpit tilted down. Seith and Irmond yelped and slid across the floor of the cockpit, but they were fine. Wulf hoisted up the enormous warhammer.

The golem, linked with the larger Oronith, resisted him, slowing his movements to what the Oronith was capable of (it felt slow, but in reality, the Oronith’s outer limbs were moving insanely fast) and he used his enhanced strength to push back against the golem, telling the Field he wanted his Oronith to move faster. 

It did. 

He turned the warhammer over and rested it on his shoulder with a thud. Seith plucked up a smaller mimicry of the Emerald Vanguard’s weapon from a rack at the back of the cockpit, then, grunting, dragged it over, and placed it in Wulf’s hands. 

Then Wulf continued walking. His feet slid back and forth on the tracks, and Emerald Vanguard moved with him. It took another step, then another. Vibrations ran up through the beast, and each footfall made the earth boom. He turned toward Arotelk, which was only visible as a column of chimney smoke on the horizon, and walked toward it. 

“We’re off,” he grunted with effort. It didn’t usually take this much exertion, but then again, a Low-Coal wasn’t ever supposed to be piloting Oroniths. “Seith, Irmond, to your positions. Before you go, could you attach a communication construct to my helmet? I forgot to clip it on earlier—and make sure to take one for yourselves, too.”

“I’ve got you,” Irmond said. Along the side wall of the golem’s cockpit were a couple leather headsets with constructs over the ear and a strand reaching down to the mouth, which would transmit their voices over long distances. Hopefully, they were already tuned to each other. 

Irmond strapped the construct onto the outside of Wulf’s golem, then he and Seith both put one on. When the elf boy tapped the earpiece, feedback screeched through the construct’s emitter, and Wulf winced. 

“Sorry,” Irmond said. 

“Just get to your positions,” Wulf said.

“On it,” the two of them called, and ran back to the hatch, then cracked it open, and climbed outside the Oronith. 

Wulf sealed up his golem’s helmet. They were on their way.

            

    
        Chapter 40: Arrival 

    
    
    
    
                When they arrived at Arotelk, the sun had climbed all the way up over the horizon, but clouds blocked it, and thick black stormclouds swirled overhead. A light rain began, with a touch of sleet in it, slickening the outer surface of Emerald Vanguard. 

It was getting darker. There were mana-lights somewhere, but Vanguard wasn’t like Fiendhammer, and the controls were different. He didn’t know where to even direct his mana to turn on the lights. 

He guided Emerald Vanguard up to a ridge outside Arotelk and knelt on the ridge. Surely, people felt them coming, heard them, and now saw them, but being taller than most of the city’s buildings and guild-towers was…a unique feeling. He couldn’t quite describe it. There were people down there, but to him, they only looked like swirling ants. 

“Irmond!” Wulf called into the communication construct. “Irmond, are you there?” 

“I’m here!” Irmond’s voice crackled back through the construct. It was slightly muffled, given the thick stone golem casing it had to pierce through.

“Do you see anything?” Wulf asked.

“Nothing! No sign of…demons.”

Wulf inhaled sharply. There was still time. “How’s Seith doing?”

“She’s clinging on! One of the rune-coils in the arm was sputtering, so she’s down there, fixing it. Don’t bend your arm too fast, or you’ll fling her off!”

“Got it!” Wulf called back. 

There was a nagging doubt at the back of his mind. If the demon attack…didn’t happen, they’d be in such enormous trouble. Worse would be Irmond and Seith—two normal people, who’d probably have their lives ruined over this. 

“What if the demons don’t come?” Wulf whispered to Kalee. “What if it’s changed? Or the Field is messing with us?”

Did the Field even remember that it had sent them back in time?

She wrapped her tail up around her shoulder. The harness apparatus hadn’t exactly been designed with Pangians in mind, and he couldn’t tell if the uncomfortable expression on her face was because of the mana sockets, or because the control apparatus didn’t fit properly. 

After a few seconds, she began, “We’ll have to deal with it when—” She stopped, then said, “Do you hear that?”

“Yeah.”

A deep rumble split the air. Wind washed around Emerald Vanguard, and the windows of Aroltelk all shattered at once. Wulf craned his head upward, and the cockpit tilted back, giving them a view of the sky. 

“Uh…guys?” Irmond called, his voice crackling through the construct. “You were right!”

A valley split open in the clouds. They washed apart with a wave of force, leaving only an empty blue sky. 

Then a streak of light shot through the valley. A burning, smouldering sphere of black basalt raced through the sky, arcing down from the heavens. It trailed smoke behind it, leaving a line high up in the sky, marking the path it took. 

Wulf’s eyes widened. “Demons.” At first, a surge of thankfulness raced through him—he hadn’t been wrong. 

But now, they had to deal with the attack. 

The sphere was large enough to fit three Oroniths inside it, given they crouched down. Massive. Its outer surface was a dull reddish-black, though a basket of flames cupped its front. Foreign symbols marred its outer edge, scrawled in jagged, glowing yellow. 

Wind buffeted Emerald Vanguard from above, and a sulfuric scent pierced through the cracks in the cockpit stone. 

“There they are,” Kalee said.

The sphere was descending. It dipped toward the far side of Arotelk, falling lower and lower. With a sickening crunch, it smashed through the peak of a tower, before crashing into the earth and throwing up a tidal wave of dust and mud. 

Now, Wulf heard the screams and shouts. The streets came alive. Civilians scrambled about like ants, hunting for shelter. 

“Now’s our chance,” Wulf said. “Let’s do this. Irmond, hold on tight!” 

Before he set off, he willed his golem’s helmet open, then retrieved his Yeti’s Authority potion and drank it down as fast as he could. Strength flowed into his muscles, which he leveraged to move his golem faster, and transmitted through the dream-link, empowering Emerald Vanguard. 

He hoisted up their hammer and pushed off. On the walk over, he’d expended about a quarter of his mana over a half hour, and now, it was time to use it all. He broke into a sprint, which felt more like running underwater as his golem—and the Oronith—resisted him. 

Each footfall made the ground shake and buck. Civilians knew well enough to scramble out of the way. They recognized an Oronith, and no matter what that sphere had been, they’d have to know that Wulf was here to help. 

The clouds congealed back together overhead, and the rain resumed. It pattered against Emerald Vanguard’s visor aggressively, leaving streaks. 

The rain washed the dust and debris out of the air, and now, a column of steam and smoke rose from the demons’ sphere. Its upper hemisphere opened like a flower, and black ash spouted upward in a column.

Wulf stopped fifty Oronith-steps—about ten city blocks—away from the sphere. Here, there were only short houses at the edge of the city. The civilians were leaving their houses and sprinting away, covering their heads and sheltering from debris.

First, a wave of small demons scrambled out the edge of the sphere. They ran on all fours, hauling themselves along like hyenas—but twice the size. They had no fur, only leathery scarlet skin with knotted muscles below and a reptilian spine along their backs. Their eyes glowed orange, and a crown of seven horns made circles around their heads. 

They were a problem, and they’d kill thousands if left unchecked. Thousands would still die today. But less would die if Wulf could deal with the colossal fiends that he knew were coming next.

Amidst the pillar of smoke from the sphere, two enormous orange eyes lit up. The smoke shifted, and a beast with a body of swirling scales, ash, and dust stepped forward, nearly the same size as an Oronith, but perhaps a head taller. It had a vaguely human shape, but with a hunched back and skeletal, useless wings poking out its shoulder blades. It carried an obsidian spear, which it slammed into the ground, uncaringly crushing demons. 

A wall of flame roared up its back and illuminated its crown of horns, and it let out a harsh deep bellow—like a bell chiming, but one continuous ring that made Wulf’s ribs shake. Steam shot up around it.

“There it is,” he said. “A fiend.”

As if in response, a sheet of enchanted parchment hanging from the ceiling at the very center of the cockpit read: 


[Warning: Unknown enemy with Low-Bronze equivalent mana.]

[Warning: Accounting for enemy size.]

[Warning: Massive enemy. Estimated tier: High-Iron.]


Snarling, without even trying to assess whether Wulf was friend or foe, it charged forward, spear raised. 

“We need to lead it away from the city!” Kalee called. “If we fight it here, it will kill them all!”

“Give me a second.” Wulf settled into a fighting stance, and then, when the fiend was within two paces, pushed to the side. He struck it in the back with a heavy blow from his hammer. He might just have been a Low-Coal, but in an Oronith, it had to count for something. Emerald Vanguard was technically a High-Bronze Oronith, only a tier below the fiend.

From the impact, the colossal fiend stumbled forward and keeled over a warehouse about half its height. It crushed the old stone building with its weight, but pushed itself up and turned around. 

Wulf needed it to see him run. Demons were predators, and they’d always chase the weak. Turning and running would lure it out and keep it away from the city. 

But this sphere had three Fiends in it. Three. The other two hadn’t awoken from their slumber yet, but they would soon. 

Then he had to deal with the first before the other two woke up. 

“I’m going to lure it out into the hills,” Wulf told Kalee. “I’ll tell you when I’m about to turn around, but I’ll need you to use a spell to stall it for a second. The moment I stop, it’ll try to skewer us.”

“Understood,” she replied. 

“This isn’t your first time in a cockpit,” Wulf said as he (and the Oronith) ran. It wasn’t a question—she didn’t give off the impression of a new Mage. But in her last life, she was an Artificer. 

“First time being a Mage,” she said through clenched teeth. “First time plugged into the ‘Nith itself. But not first time in the cockpit, and I’ve seen what to do.”

Wulf nodded subtly, wary that it made the whole Oronith’s head shake. 

He ran Emerald Vanguard down to the end of the road until it turned from broad paving stones to packed dirt, then veered around the side of the crashed demon sphere. Then, he made a hard turn to the right and sprinted out into the fields and sloping hills away from the city. Until the civilians escaped, he couldn’t go toppling any buildings. 

And still, minimizing damage had to be a priority. They couldn’t repel wave after wave of demon attacks if they had to rebuild all their cities every few weeks. It’d bankrupt them. People would die without the infrastructure to support them.

“Turning in three…” he announced. “Two…one…now!”

He planted his feet and spun, and Kalee activated a spell skill. Orange mana blasted out her hands and shot through the tubes connecting to her, and a set of runic rings sprang up around her.

An enormous runic circle appeared beneath the fiend, and though it tried to take another step, Kalee’s gravitational attack crushed it. Its wings, though ornamental, cracked and shattered, and it stumbled out of the circle. 

Wulf raised his hammer, then swung down, aiming to crush the Fiend’s head. His hammer struck, and a horn broke off. The demon’s face smashed into the ground, digging a trench deep enough to be a permanent landmark. 

But it pushed itself up and kept running. It pointed its spear at Emerald Vanguard’s gut, and Wulf forced the Oronith to turn to the side. The spear glanced off, leaving a thin gash in his Oronith’s flank, and a twinge of pain ripped through his mind. He felt the hit as if the spear had bit into his own flesh. 

A sheet of enchanted parchment beside him fluttered, and ink flared across it in warning—a damage report. He didn’t have time to read it. 

With the haft of his hammer, he pushed the Fiend’s spear aside, but it kept charging. It bowled into him at his midsection, driving him backward and knocking him to the ground. His mind told him that the air had been knocked out of his lungs, and his throat constricted. Mana sparks rained down from the ceiling, and the world shifted. 

He didn’t want to think about if Seith or Irmond were alright. They had bigger problems right now. 

There was a demon on top of them. It cackled with malice, as high-pitched as its deep voice could get, and it held up its obsidian spear. 

The tip pointed toward Emerald Vanguard’s helmet, poised to smash straight through. 

His new life was about to be over before it even began…

            

    
        Chapter 41: Arotelk Rain  

    
    
    
    
                This couldn’t be the end. Not yet. 

Wulf couldn’t move as fast in the linked golem as he was used to in the open air. But he was used to the feeling. He was already tilting his head to the side as the Fiend’s spear drove downward, already wrenching Emerald Vanguard’s shoulders away, and already reaching up with his hand. 

For a regular Low-Coal, the feelings of controlling an Oronith would’ve been completely foreign, and the entire experience would’ve been an awkward chain of lurches—if they could even get it moving at all. But half of the matter was experience, and with his new method…Emerald Vanguard was moving with almost the same speed and smoothness as he was able to pilot Fiendhammer. 

He gripped the colossal fiend’s spear and clenched his fist around it, willing his stone fingers to tighten, then hauled himself upward. 

“Kalee!” he called. “I’m about to throw the fiend off. Can you slam it into the ground as it falls?”

“Got it!” she said, and immediately, began another spell Skill. She whispered softly, speaking in the hushed ancient language of spellcasting—unintelligible to Wulf.

Wulf punched the Fiend in the center of its face, where a nose-like lump protruded between its eyes. A spurt of black blood, smoke, and ash sprayed to the side. He smashed his knee into its gut, then dragged his legs under him, carving through topsoil, clay, and bedrock. Shouting with effort, he gripped the Fiend’s shoulders, and with Emerald Vanguard’s strength, tossed the beast onto its back. His breaths whistled inside his golem’s helmet, and desperate panting washed back into his face. 

The fiend tried to stand up, but Kalee unleashed a spell Skill, and another runic circle lit up on the ground beneath the beast. The fiend’s weight doubled, and an invisible wave washed down from above. It fell onto its back, crushing what remained of its spindly wings. They snapped off and melted into ash and dust.

Wulf shouted aimlessly, giving himself the strength to pick up his warhammer and stand Emerald Vanguard back upright. He hoisted the warhammer back over his head, then leaned back, and, gripping it with two hands, approached the fiend. 

A human would’ve run. A human would’ve held up a hand in desperation, knowing it was beaten. The fiend didn’t.

The fiend, while it had to know it was beaten, looked up and smirked at him. Malice lit its eyes. 

Wulf slammed the hammer down on its head. One hit, and its exoskeleton of black bone—hidden beneath a cloud of swirling smoke—cracked. The second caved its head in entirely. 

The fiend fell still. Wulf fell limp against the inside of his golem, barely moving it, panting to catch his breath. The back of his head felt light, and a pressure built behind his eyes. Specks whirled in his vision. Thank the Field he hadn’t eaten breakfast, or he would’ve thrown up. 

“Kalee?” Wulf called softly. “You alright?”

“I’m alright.”

“Seith? Irmond?” Wulf asked through the communication construct. 

“I’m alive,” Seith replied. “A little bit of mud in my…everywhere, but I’m fine. Trying to mend the connections in your flank where that gash is, otherwise your leg is going to start losing its link to your golem.”

“I’m alright!” Irmond replied. “But…watch out behind you! There’s another coming!”

“Damn it!” Wulf exclaimed. He straightened himself out, then rammed his arms all the way back into the golem’s sockets. He only had about half of his storage core mana left, and it was depleting fast. 

As he spun around, an impact jarred the Oronith to the side, and he lurched. His golem bit into his shoulder, and his skull crashed against the inside of his helmet. His neck twinged where his dream socket jostled. 

A fiend, about the same as the first—which the enchanted parchment banners in the cockpit also identified as Low-Iron equivalent—gripped Emerald Vanguard by the waist, then, taking a wide stance, lifted him like a wrestler trying to break his opponent’s back. The world spun, disorienting Wulf. His hammer slipped out of his grip, and he tried to punch the fiend, but he couldn’t get the right angle. 

Then he flew. 

The fiend, bellowing in its deep, vibrating down, threw Emerald Vanguard back toward the city. They spun through the air. It felt slow, but Wulf couldn’t tell. He shifted, trying to right himself and stand upright to land on his feet, but it wasn’t fast enough. 

He knees smashed a trench of destruction in the housing districts at the edge of Arotelk, and he slid backward. His back crashed through a raised bridge for wagons and carriages, and his arm, out to the side, cleaved through the remains of a guild tower. 

Dust, stone, and wood rained down. Wulf hunched forward, using his back as a shield from debris, and hoping that Irmond and Seith had made it to his front in time avoid being shredded by the shrapnel. 

Mana sparks rained down from the ceiling, and ink flared across the sheets of enchanted parchment in warning. Messages about internal system damages washed across the paper, and for the most part, he ignored it—the main sentiment was that they’d taken significant damage. He agreed. The dream-link transmitted faint pain into his mind as the dream nodes took damage.

Grunting, he pushed himself up. His hand smashed down through the roof of a building and crashed a few storeys before coming up against a hard stone surface. His hammer was gone, but the fiend wasn’t. It lumbered toward him still, hauling itself over the hills and through the sheeting rain. 

For the most part, it looked like civilians had escaped. There weren’t many on the streets anymore, and those that remained were running. But if the fiends wouldn’t let him keep the fighting away from the city, then he had to at least try to contain it. 

As he hauled himself back to his feet, the third fiend rose from the demon sphere. It tilted its head back and roared, then lumbered after the first, making straight toward them. The Field identified it as a Low-Iron just the same.

Wulf glanced at Kalee. She had a straight, determined expression. They were going to face this together. 

“Uh…Wulf!” Irmond called through the communication construct. “They’re coming! You see this, right? How can we beat that? Like, we almost died to one!”

“We keep hitting them. Either they die, or we die.” He raised his fists. “Let’s just hope we want to live more than they want to kill us.”

“You’re impossible!” Irmond called. 

“Just don’t fall on your back!” Seith shouted. “I’m repairing your rune-lines down your back, and if you fall, I’m gone!”

“Understood,” Wulf said. 

The first fiend reached him, opening a snarling, wide maw of obsidian teeth, backlit by glowing orange flame. It carried no weapon, but led with its face and sharp teeth like an animal trying to bite.

Wulf punched it across the cheeks, sending it sprawling across the street. It smashed into an administrative building, taking off half the marble facade and smashing the few windows that remained. 

The second fiend was just behind. It wielded a hatchet of black wood and stone with a jagged head. Flame trailed it, smouldering in the rain. 

Wulf jumped Emerald Vanguard to the side, then grabbed the second Fiend by the horns and drove his knee into its forehead. Its horns snapped off, and its head lurched back. It let out a horrid snarl, something that sounded vaguely pained, but that didn’t deter it. 

In fact, it didn’t deter either of the fiends. Both charged, and this time, side-by-side. 

“Got a plan?” Kalee asked. 

“Can you slow one down?”

“I’ll get the one with the axe. Hold out your arm—it’ll conduct the spell better. But after this, I’m out of mana.”

“Got it.”

Wulf stepped back, and Emerald Vanguard obliged. Each footfall made craters in the street below. He held out his arm, lifting the Oronith’s limb, and Kalee launched a spell along the arm. A runic circle appeared at the tip of the limb, and a corresponding circle opened beneath the fiend with the axe. 

The beast slammed to the ground. Its hatchet tumbled out of its grip, and even the smoke from its body stopped rising. Chunks of its exoskeleton fell off, revealing dark red flesh. 

“That was the last of my mana,” Kalee said. “Any more, and I’ll lose a tier.”

“You didn’t get anything for killing the first one?”

“Helping kill,” she said. “And Mages don’t gain mana until the fighting’s done.”

Wulf kept his arm stretched out until the first fiend drew near, then gripped its wrist and tugged it forward. It stumbled forward—right into his second arm and a waiting fist. The impact broke its skull, but didn’t shatter it completely. 

“Wulf!” Irmond called. “The second one’s getting up! It’s circling around behind us!”

The first Fiend grabbed his hands and wrists, and with great effort, pulled his arms to the side—the linked golem mimicked the motion, pushing against Wulf’s body, and nearly tearing his shoulders. He shouted, then lifted his leg and kicked the fiend in the thigh. 

Stone cracked from the effort and exertion. He couldn’t move, and the rune-lines to Emerald Vanguard’s arms had to be dimming and weakening. 

“Behind us!” Kalee called. 

Yelling with exertion, Wulf rotated, spinning the fiend and smashing it through a clump of towers, before holding it directly in the path of the second charging fiend. The beast’s horns penetrated the first fiend’s back, cracking through exoskeleton and piercing the flesh below. The beast hollered. Wulf punched it in the chin, then dragged it to the side, ripping it off the horns and tearing more of its flesh open on its companion’s horns. 

The fiend fell backward onto the road, crushing wagons and crates and barrels. 

But there was still one last fiend, and Emerald Vanguard was falling apart. Chunks of stone plating fell out of alignment off its arms, and Wulf strained just to hold them in a fighting position. 

A message crossed the sheet of parchment in front of him.


[Critical Rune-Line Damage. Un-Link Immediately.]


He couldn’t. There’d still be one Fiend rampaging around the city, tearing up buildings and killing people. 

“I’ve only got about an eighth of my storage core left,” he told Kalee. “I can punch it once or twice, but that’s about it.”

“I’ll get Seith and Irmond back inside,” she said, unplugging her sockets.

“I’ll keep the cockpit intact as best I can.”

The third beast charged, running with its head down, and pounced. Emerald Vanguard limped as he pulled it to the side. Its hands dropped, but he willed one arm up, trying to drive an uppercut into the beast’s face. He hit its shoulder, and its clawed hand grazed the cockpit, shattering the glass visor. Wind, smoke, and rain whipped inside. He coughed. 

With the very last of his mana, he punched the beast in the cheek, sending it stumbling to the side, but that was it. No more left. His golem unlinked automatically, and the already damaged arms of Emerald Vanguard crumbled to dust. 

He pushed out from the center of his golem and knelt on the floor of the cockpit. 

They’d done exceptionally for Low-Coals. They’d killed two out of three fiends.

But the third was still there. It was still approaching, and there was nothing he could do about it.

            

    
        Chapter 42: The Horde

    
    
    
    
                Before the fiend reached Emerald vanguard, a circle of glowing blue runes appeared in the sky above it. Raindrops condensed into a wave, then washed down onto the fiend’s head, smashing it to the side. From the other direction, a swipe of ruby steel flashed through the air. 

Scarlethorn’s sword flashed, cleaving through the fiend’s leg and severing it in a single blow. 

The red Oronith emerged from between two buildings, cutting off the fiend from one direction. 

From the other direction, the Fist of Bellar approached, holding its arms up, and smashed both arms down at the same time. It stuck the fiend atop the head. The impact thrust the fiend down into the ground. 

A third Academy Oronith (from the Istalis Academy) approached from behind, clad in plain deepstone armour, but wielding magic circles and controlling the rainwater. 

Wulf ran to the brink of the shattered visor. Kalee, Seith, and Irmond climbed through the hatch behind, then ran to the brink as well and stood beside him. 

Emerald Vanguard didn’t move, aside from swaying gently in the wind. But the battle was all but won. The three other Oroniths encircled the fiend. Where a set of human pilots might have tried to run, maybe tried to plow through the inactive Emerald Vanguard, the Fiend hobbled up and turned to face Scarlethorn, the shiniest and brightest of its foes. 

The Fist of Bellar grabbed the Fiend by its horns and threw it down to the ground, where it writhed for a second—until Scarlethorn slashed its head off with a heavy blow. Steaming black blood splattered across the ground like tar.

Wulf, still breathing hard, his heart pounding, fell to his knees. “We did it. They’re gone.”

But there were still the small (human-sized) demons to clean up, and the Academy could handle it for the most part. Any moment, they’d start scrambling up the unmoving Emerald Vanguard’s sides. 

"If we close up the hatch, they'll just come through the visor," Kalee said, no doubt seeing the same problem he was. 

"Check your parchments," he said, looking down at his own. His Class didn't gain power from combat, so advancing a tier was out of the question, but a simple message still scrawled across: 


[Grand Mark earned.] 


When he concentrated on it the same as he would with other Marks, nothing happened. It didn't show him anything. 

"Most impressive," came a voice from behind. Slightly high-pitched. Almost the exact same as the Messenger who had spoken to Wulf before sending him back in time. 

All four of them spun around. Two small cats prowled across the cockpit toward them. One, a black cat, aimed straight for Wulf, and the other, white, aimed for Kalee. Both had vibrant green eyes, and...Wulf couldn't tell whether it was the same one who'd spoken to him at the end of the world or not. 

"Wulf of Carolaign," it said. "You have achieved a great feat in resonance with your soul's desires. For that, I award you a Grand Mark."

The white cat said the exact same thing to Kalee—just with her name: “Kalee of Threnia.”

“Woah…” Irmond breathed. 

“How come we don’t get any?” Seith muttered. 

“We still got loads of mana,” Irmond whispered back to Seith. “I made it to High-Wood and got a regular Mark, too.”

“Guess these two did most of the heavy lifting,” Seith said. 

In unison, both cats placed their paws on Wulf and Kalee’s bracer’s respectively. The ink shifted. Now, Wulf’s bracer read:


[Grand Mark achieved: Wild Spirit] 

By earning a Grand Mark, all your previous Marks have been condensed into one: [Alchemist’s Beginning]


[Wild Spirit] You have kept your promises, even if it meant disobeying orders, and defeated two great Field-less beasts. Your defense of a city will not go unnoticed. All abilities that create Primal Material are more efficient, and you can shape Primal Material with your hands. Holding Primal Material will not harm you. 


Wulf couldn’t muster the strength to smile yet, but he still gave a satisfied nod. 

“Get anything good?” he whispered to Kalee. “If you wanna share, of course.”

She dipped her head. “Yeah. I can direct gravity into different shapes, now…instead of just increasing it.”

The two Messengers backed away, but Wulf bent down in front of the black cat. It had the same patch of white fur on its chest as the Messenger from his previous life. “Hey, cat,” Wulf said. “Have you…seen me before?”

“I have been watching you all nineteen years,” the cat said. It stopped and turned to look at him. “I am your assigned Messenger, Wulf of Carolaign, but you finally bent the Field enough to warrant a visit.”

Only nineteen years. It didn’t remember Wulf’s last life. 

“Do you…have a name?” he asked.

“Do you expect to see me again?” 

“Something tells me I will, yeah.” Wulf chuckled. 

“Confident.” The cat turned away once more. “I am Mantri, but it is not common to see a Messenger more than once in your life. Especially for someone of your birth circumstances, Wulf of Carolaign.”

It followed the white cat back to the cockpit’s hatch, and they both pranced out the slightly open crack, before disappearing altogether. 

“Odd,” Wulf whispered, specifically glancing at Kalee. She looked to be thinking, too. Hopefully about the same things. 

“Wulf…” Irmond warned. “I know you kinda just defeated two giant demon things, but…like, we’ve got a problem.” He had run back to the edge of the cockpit and peered over the visor’s drop-off. 

Wulf ran over to join him. Now, a cluster of about twenty small demons had started scampering up the legs of Emerald Vanguard. They made it to the Oronith’s chest as Wulf watched. 

“Fast little buggers,” he grumbled, then reached into his haversack. He didn’t have much to fight with at human scale, except the simulated hammer for use with the golem. It was massive without a seven-foot golem to help hold it, and even with his enhanced strength, he struggled to lift it off the ground. 

Hammer’s not going to be my final weapon, he thought. But it’s the best I’ve got for now.

“Now would be a good time to drink your potions,” he said. “Seith? You and me, we’re the front lines. Irmond and Kalee are our squishies, and we can’t let the demons reach them. Got it? We can deal a little damage, but we need to keep their attention. Demons kill. That’s what their minds tell them to do. They get energy from your suffering, so they won’t make it pleasant. You’ll get no mercy from them.”

“They get…energy?” Irmond whispered, “from hurting us?”

“They feed off it,” Kalee said bitterly. “It doesn’t keep them alive like food, but they seem to gain strength from it.”

“I don’t want to know how you two know this,” Seith said. 

“No time. Do you trust us or not?” Wulf asked. 

“I trust you two,” she said. “Irmond, not so much.”

“Hey!” he exclaimed. “I’ll stick them full of arrows. Bet I can kill more of them than you.”

“I’ll take you up on it. Loser buys drinks?” 

“Guys…” Wulf warned. “Focus.”

“You got it,” Irmond said—both in response to Wulf and Seith. 

The first leathery red fingers poked over the edge of the cockpit visor glass, and a demon’s head poked up. Kalee, Irmond, and Seith all drank a Yeti’s Might potion. Strength flooded his veins from his Mark, rejuvenating him and restoring his will.

With the aura it created, he fuelled the constructs Kalee and Seith had made for him, absorbing as much of it into the mana storage devices, then pulled it out into his body. Blue lightning flooded his veins and flowed to his storage core. There was a slight tingle of pain, but now that he’d gotten used to it…it was more calming than anything. Now, he had more mana to fight with.

He held out his hand and judged the approaching demons. The first one’s head poked up, revealing a tortured, remotely humanoid visage. It was just human enough to stir anxiety and fear in his stomach, which demons thrived on. 

The Field analyzed it as [Demon – Middle-Coal equivalent]. Not ideal, but he could deal with that. 

He lunged forward, and, with his increased strength, slammed his hammer down on the demon’s fingers. It moaned, then released its grip and plummeted backward. Kalee, with her mana supply renewed, tugged the demon down with a spell Skill. 

There was no way it was surviving a fall like that. That left fourteen others. One climbed up beside him, holding a crude basalt club, and it swung at his head. Seith intercepted it with her wrist-blade constructs, and Irmond blasted an enchanted arrow through its neck. It toppled off sideways. 

But the demons were crawling up all across the visor. 

“Back up!” Wulf called. “I have an idea! Let them all climb up!”

He pulled out his splatter potion from his haversack, and, gripping it by its neck, held it up. The moment all fourteen of the demons found their footing, clustered up, Wulf called, “Kalee! Increase the gravity at their middle. Keep them all in place!”

She triggered a spell, and a runic circle lit up on the ground between all the demons, holding them still. 

Wulf swung his splatter potion in an arc, sloshing out the entire potion in a wave that’d wash over all the demons. Their skin steamed, and they slowed down, but more importantly, it registered as a potion effect. 

His strength tripled, and his hammer felt as light—if not lighter—than it had in his last life. With a shout, he charged forward, smashing demons with a hammer and flinging them into the walls of the cockpit or back out into the open air. Whatever he didn’t catch, Seith dealt with. She distracted them before they could reach the back line. 

Which made them perfect targets for Irmond’s arrows and Kalee’s spells. She slammed them into the ground or immobilized them, or less often, drove a wedge of uneven gravitation through their center, ripping them to shreds. 

The demons wielded close-range weapons like axes, clubs, spears, and rarely, a crude sword—almost always made of obsidian. The weapons were fragile, but it didn’t matter when they got close enough. They were sharp. An axe made a slice down Wulf’s leg, and another would’ve taken his wrist off if he hadn’t used [Arm of the Alchemist] to whip the remains of his splatter potion off the floor and bat the demon’s arm away. 

They reached the last demon. Seith was doubled over at the edge of the cockpit, bleeding blue blood from a gash on her forehead and panting, Irmond was nearly out of arrows, and Wulf’s abilities were guttering out. Kalee looked to be out of mana, too. She raised her hands. 

The last demon was about to get through. 

Wulf reached into his haversack and withdrew his dart of Primal Material. Drawing on his newest Mark, he ran his fingers down the dart’s tip, smoothing it into a finer point with ease, then threw it into the back of the demon’s head. 

It bit into the beast’s skull and slid a few inches in, eating away at the fluids within. After a second, the skull burst apart in a gorey explosion of black liquid, and the demon dropped to the floor, unmoving. The rest of his dart, having absorbed aspects of the demon’s matter, crumbled into a fine white dust. 

But it didn’t matter. He looked up at the others, panting, then sighed. “I think that’s it.” He ran to the edge of the visor and peered over. The rest of the small demons were running into the city, but the three other Oroniths plowed through them, stomping them and routing their hordes before they could hurt the civilians. 

“We did it?” Kalee whispered. 

“Yeah,” Wulf replied. “I think we did.”

            

    
        Chapter 43: Aftermath 

    
    
    
    
                Wulf kicked away the shards of glass at the bottom of Emerald Vanguard’s visor, then hung his legs over the edge and sat down. There was nothing he could do now, not in the least because he had no way of actually getting down from the cockpit. He supposed he could borrow Seith’s climbing equipment, but then she would be stuck up here, and the others would be in the same boat. 

No. They’d need to wait for faculty staff anyway, so they may as well wait here. 

Kalee was the first to sit down beside him. Together, they looked over the city. 

From here, it still looked bad. An entire guild tower had been smashed by the falling demon sphere, and its wreckage scattered across the city, tearing a wave of destruction through the outer suburbs. Then, of course, there was the fallout of the fight. Aside from the three massive demon corpses, his footsteps had ripped up the paving stones of a road, and the following brawl had smashed nearly a tenth of the city into rubble.

Another few buildings collapsed even as they watched, and despite the rain, a few larger fires had broken out. 

The hordes of smaller demons (the human-sized ones), though, were dwindling. No more surged around the feet of Emerald Vanguard, and hundreds sprinted into the depths of the city, wreaking havoc where they went. But, in the distance, the non-Ascendant guards were gathering. 

In teams, they killed the unorganized lower-tier demons. And of course, they had the help of the other Oroniths. Sticking to the roads, Scarlethorn rained down surges of flame onto the hordes, and the Fist of Bellar crushed demons wherever it walked. Their Rangers and Artificers were nowhere to be seen, but Wulf was pretty sure they’d be in the streets, fighting off the demons just the same. 

He breathed a mournful sigh, but Kalee interrupted him halfway. “I know what you’re thinking, but don’t.”

“Don’t?” he whispered back, keeping a close eye on Seith and Irmond. They’d started bickering about something near the back of the cockpit, and weren’t paying attention to Wulf or Kalee. 

“We did better this time. Much better.”

He nodded. In their last life, before the Academy had scrambled Oroniths to deal with the threat, the demons had torn down most of Arotelk. Thousands had died. Fiends had stomped buildings, lesser demons had sprinted through the street, basking in the fear of the civilians. By the time the Academy had activated the Oroniths and marched them over, it was too late for most of the city. 

“But…in the long run, do you think we made much of a difference?” Kalee asked. “This wasn’t the only attack, and there will be hundreds of other demon spheres falling like this all around the world as we speak.”

And worse, those attacks were much too far away for him and Kalee to help against. 

Wulf exhaled, then placed his hand down on the ledge. “I don’t know. But I know that we can’t stop trying. But…” He shook his head. 

His worst memories…Ján dying in front of him, choking on his own blood, reaching out, trying to beg Wulf to save him, but there was nothing Wulf could do. Or Lisa, ripped away by a surge of demons, only to be found dead in a ditch many weeks later after suffering unspeakable horrors. Or Brin vapourized in nearly an instant because she’d been standing in the wrong place at the wrong time. 

He pressed his eyes shut, willing the memories away. His worst fears, his worst memories, were of individual people dying. Not of looking over swaths of burning city. 

“We still saved a lot of lives,” he said. “That doesn’t count for nothing.”

Kalee nodded. 

“And hey,” he said, injecting a little (probably fake) levity into his voice, “we both got ourselves a Grand Mark.”

“And you talked to your cat,” Kalee said. 

“So did you, so don’t pretend it’s weird.”

She shook her head, and humour glinted in her eyes, even if neither of them were exactly in the mood for laughter. “I meant that you talked to yours for quite a while, Wulf. And not just about your Mark.”

“Oh. Yeah. Does…no one do that?”

She shrugged. “Most people who end up with a Grand Mark are advancement-obsessed. They’re like Umoch, they’ll do anything to grow stronger, and they don’t have the time to waste on things like talking cats.”

“So I take it you didn’t get any in your past life?”

“None.”

Wulf was quiet for a few seconds, but then asked, “But do you think they’re real? Like…an actual cat that got absorbed by the system, or something like that? And if every Ascendant has one…do you think they might ever get a little bored?” He scratched the back of his head. 

“I…didn’t really consider it,” she said. “However, the only time I saw a Messenger in my past life was when I died, so I didn’t have much time to consider it.”

Once more, Wulf paused and considered how narrow his view might have been in his past life. He’d been immersed in combat in his later years, surrounded by Ascendants more powerful than him. But that was hardly the experience for most people. 

“Huh,” he finally said. “Alright, then, next consideration. And…I’ll be honest, it probably seems more and more relevant the more I speak. I just…I feel myself speaking differently now than when I was older. Not as measured, not as held back or restricted or…old.”

“I’ve been wondering something similar,” Kalee said. She lifted her tail and wound it around her shoulder. “Did we send our souls back? Did the Field send our bodies back in time and take years off our ages? Or…well, did it just send our memories back?”

Wulf hung his head. He had considered that, too. “I think it’s the latter. I just don’t feel the exact same, and…well, even if I have the memories, I’m working with the mind of a nineteen year old. It works differently. But our memories still define us pretty strongly.”

“Yeah, precisely,” Kalee replied. 

Wulf put his hands down behind him on a swath of stone where there were no shards of broken glass. “Have you ever wanted a pet?”

“Not this again…” Kalee sighed. “The Messenger?”

“Well, it has a name.”

“It’s a Messenger, Wulf.”

“They saved us. More than we could know or repay.”

She sighed. “Well, if you want to see the little guy again, I guess you just have to do more wonderful, great feats.”

“I guess, yeah.” Wulf couldn’t exactly muster a smile, but he knew what to do. He’d planned on getting more Grand Marks anyway, not just for the sake of it, but because he was pretty sure he’d end up doing his fair share of insane stuff. 

He opened his mouth to say that, but before he could, the hatch at the back of the Oronith’s cockpit swung open. Dr. Langold stood in the hatchway, staring right at them. A thrustwing perched on the stone behind him, digging its claws into the ridges of one of the Oronith’s helmet. 

That must’ve been the headmaster’s bird. 

Wulf swallowed nervously. 

“Why did I get the feeling it would be you?” Langold asked, staring right at him. “But the others?” He glanced at Irmond and Seith. “I wasn’t expecting you as much”

“Sir, we can—”

“Do you wish to speak with me here, or in my office?”

“Probably your office, sir,” Wulf said. “It’d be more comfortable.”

“It will indeed. Get up. You four have a lot of explaining to do.”


~ ~ ~


After being helped down from Emerald Vanguard’s cockpit, the four boarded a horse-drawn wagon with a few non-Ascendant guards, and it towed them back to the academy. Wulf stayed silent and tried to be as expressionless as possible, and Kalee looked much the same, but Irmond and Seith were glancing around, quivering, and weren’t doing a very good job of being composed at all. 

They might be in trouble, but they still had one thing going for them: at least they had been right.

As the wagon rolled out of the city, a crowd was gathering at the side of the road. Civilians amassed on the path, watching curiously, expressions terrified. But every so often, Wulf picked out someone who looked on with awe. Some of them had to know that Emerald Vanguard had been here first and did most of the work. 

When they were halfway back to the academy, the rain stopped. The guards offered them some bandages, and they patched up any minor scrapes and cuts. 

Wulf leaned forward and faced the others. “Everyone’s still fine, right?”

Now that the adrenaline had faded, both Irmond and Seith had gone pale, but still, far as Wulf could tell, they weren’t physically hurt. 

“Just…like, wasn’t expecting the demons to look like that,” Irmond said. “I dunno what I was expecting. Not that. Maybe I was expecting something…slightly more human. Like, another nation that we were fighting or something.”

“That’s happening all over the world…right now?” Seith whispered. 

“Yes,” Wulf said softly.

“How many people do you think…are—”

“Lots of the spheres will have landed in the oceans,” Kalee provided quickly. “Places will have time to prepare.”

Irmond rubbed the bridge of his nose. “How come the Field didn’t warn people who’d actually be able to do something? No offence intended, but—”

Wulf sighed, then glanced at Kalee. “I don’t know. But don’t think we did nothing. We saved a city, and that has to count. And we’ll keep saving people and lives until we’ve dealt with the demons. The world repelled a demon invasion four thousand years ago, and we can do it again.”

He wasn’t sure how much he believed what he was saying, but if he was going to make a difference, he had to stay on this path. That was what mattered. 

When the wagon passed through the ring of trees at the edge of the academy, a crowd of students was gathering on the edge of the road, and they were all staring in at Wulf and Kalee. 

For now, most of them were confused and shocked. 

“Did they cause the streak across the sky?” someone asked. 

“They stole an Oronith?”

“What’s Langold going to do to them?”

But the truth would come out soon enough—that they were in the midst of another demon war. Wulf just had to hope that someone would listen. 

            

    
        Chapter 44: Consequences 

    
    
    
    
                Wulf, Kalee, Seith, and Irmond sat outside Dr. Langold’s office. They’d run out of things to talk about, or just didn’t want to talk, but Wulf didn’t really know. He just had nothing to say yet.

Then Langold’s office door swung open. “Come in, you four,” he said. 

Hesitantly, they stood. Wulf led the way into the office and sat down on one of the four chairs set up in front of the desk. Dr. Langold dropped down in his chair behind the desk, and more interestingly, Azanthius stood behind him, stroking his chin curiously. 

“It seems I made my journey out here at the right time, Mr. Langold,” Azanthius said. “Your school is full to the brim of surprises.”

“Apologies, sirs,” Wulf interjected. “I convinced them to do it, and I egged them on. If you’re going to kick anyone out, kick me out.”

For one, he knew he could survive on his own without the Academy. Kalee could probably manage, too, with her knowledge. But Irmond and Seith needed the Academy’s resources.

“Hm,” was all Azanthius said. 

“First, I believe you should know what you have done. The full list.” Dr. Langold plucked up a sheet of parchment from a pile and pushed it across the table to them. He tapped the top and said, “Stealing an Oronith, injuring a non-Ascendant dock worker, destroying a swath of the border grove—”

“I didn’t even see that…” Wulf muttered. 

“Yes, well, now I will have to get Chef Kennet to regrow the border trees where you marched through, and perhaps our Artificers’ Faculty Head will be willing to remake the border shield runes on the trunks after a few months.”

“Sorry,” Wulf whispered. 

“It’s alright,” Irmond said. “I was supposed to be spotting and I wasn’t even paying attention to the ground there.”

“That is not something you want to admit, Mr. Redleaf,” Azanthius said in a warning tone. He crossed his arms in front of him. 

“Regardless,” Langold continued, “you are also responsible for creating mass fear in Arotelk by walking an Oronith right up to the edge of the city, and for severely damaging Emerald Vanguard, to a point that we will have to raise tuition on all students next year to afford repairs.”

Wulf gulped. That wouldn’t be popular when the students found out.

“How about property damage?” Seith asked. “I mean, we sort of did tear up a tenth of Arotelk in the process…”

“Do you want a stricter punishment?” Langold demanded. “No, that is the fault of the demons, unless you’re somehow responsible for summoning them, which I find unlikely.”

Still, at that comment, a pit formed in Wulf’s stomach. He did see that it might be suspicious—they’d come to warn the faculty of an impending demon attack, with no reasonable way of knowing, then stole an Oronith to respond, and arrived almost exactly at the perfect time. It could’ve been the biggest attention-seeking stunt a student had ever pulled. 

But word would have to be coming in by now that attacks like this were happening all around the world. A couple messengers had dipped in and out of Langold’s office, likely reporting more attacks. 

In fact, as they spoke, out the officer windows, Wulf could see Oronith crews scrambling in the dying light of the day, working to activate their enormous statues and march off across the plains. They spread out, turning in different directions, likely to handle threats across the Confederation. Only a few—including the in-repair Emerald Vanguard—stayed behind to keep watch and protect the academy itself.

“No, we do not think you summoned the demons,” Azanthius said. “But we don’t know how you knew, and we don’t believe your story about the Messengers.”

Wulf sighed, then glanced over at Seith and Irmond. They’d told the two of them a different story, but he’d also explained while they were waiting that they’d had to tell Langold and Azanthius something different, because they wouldn’t believe the story about the oracle. Which was true as well, just not for the reasons Seith and Irmond thought. 

“I don’t know what else to tell you,” Wulf said. “It’s true. I can’t explain it either.”

He could’ve tried to explain that they were from the future, that they already knew what was going to happen, but that wouldn’t go over very well. For one, it would sound even more ridiculous, and for two, he hadn’t heard of the Field ever doing that to anyone else. There was no precedent for it either. 

Maybe if he’d known that he was going to get sent back in time, he would’ve taken some notes, or perhaps uncovered some other information that he could’ve used to back his story up, but there was no time to prepare. And he didn’t have enough experience to prove it with simple predictions. He couldn’t tell Langold where he was going to put down his cup in two seconds, or if a letter-bearer was going to trip into the office, or anything like that. 

Besides, with how much of the past they’d already changed, small details weren’t likely to be the same. 

Azanthius stroked his chin, then stepped forward and leaned on the table. “And you two”—he motioned to Seith and Irmond—“believed him?”

“Them,” Irmond corrected. “It was like…both of them. They both had the same story. We had to believe them.”

“Or you wanted to,” Azanthius snapped. 

“And they were right, weren’t they?” Seith asked. 

“Don’t put it up to luck,” Wulf added. “There was no way we could’ve been that lucky.”

Langold chuckled. “Considering you managed to destroy two colossal fiends, I think we can call you lucky.”

But it wasn’t really luck. Wulf just knew how to fight a Fiend.

“Either way,” Azanthius continued, “we don’t think it’s appropriate to punish you for the damages to the city. In fact, your actions are commendable, however you figured it out. And I will admit, you were correct about the date and location.”

“But you still must be punished for the other transgressions,” Langold said. 

“Now, wait a minute,” Kalee said. “You said we shouldn’t be punished for the damages to the city, because that was the demons’ doing. But they were also responsible for damages to Emerald Vanguard.”

“The Oronith would not have been damaged if you hadn’t stolen it,” Azanthius clarified. 

“Yeah, but if we hadn’t stolen it, the damages to the city would’ve been worse. And you wouldn’t have scrambled the rest of your Oroniths in time,” Wulf argued. 

“Damages to the city don’t come out of the Academy’s pocketbook,” Azanthius reasoned. 

Wulf hung his head. “Fine, then. What’s the punishment?”

“Mr. Hrothen and Ms. Chipa must help Chef Kennet replant the outer border grove, and they must help the janitors clean the bathhouse every day for the next month.” Langold tapped the bottom of his page. “I’ll take your word that it was your encouragement that got the others to join you, Hrothen. Telgrad and Redleaf will only have to serve out two weeks of helping Mr. Thalin.”

That wasn’t so bad at all. Not as bad as it could’ve been. He narrowed his eyes. Were they going easy on him?

Wulf glanced at Azanthius. “Dr. Azanthius?”

“Mister. You may address me as Mr. Azanthius.”

“Oh.” Wulf tilted his head, somewhat intrigued. Maybe Azanthius hadn’t been as condescending toward Langold as Wulf had originally thought. “Well…I do think it seems somewhat unfair, given all the good we did with the Oronith. I thought that was supposed to be the Academy’s purpose.”

“You will find that life is full of unfairness,” Azanthius said. “We cannot have your transgressions go unpunished, no matter what. We would look unprofessional, and I have no doubt that the guilds will be nipping at us, demanding retribution. They cannot have two nobodies out-performing their children, and we need to get ahead of any allegations they might throw at us by proving that we have already punished you.”

“And know this, both of you.” Langold pointed at Kalee and Wulf. “You are on your final warning. One more step out of line, you mess up one more thing, and you’re out of the academy for good.”

Wulf nodded. “Is that all?”

“Yes.” Langold nodded. “You four are dismissed.”


~ ~ ~


The next morning, after a quiet run around the edge of the campus with Irmond (passing by the gap in the outer border grove where they’d crushed a few trees, which looked much, much worse from the ground), and after a breakfast in the mess hall (where he kept his head down and stuck to the corner of the hall), he headed to his first class. 

It was Thirdday, and that meant he had his Basics of Field-Based Advancement first, where he tried to sit at the back and stay out of everyone’s way. 

But as soon as he entered the theater, a ripple of murmurs passed through the students. Heads swivelled back to look at him, and for a few seconds, no one said anything. Then, a clump of students—notably with no guild badges—smiled. He smiled back and offered a small wave.

None of his other friends were in this section, so he thought he’d be sitting alone for the whole lecture. But that was far from the case. As soon as he sat down, a slender human boy with dark skin and curly hair pushed up beside Wulf, taking the empty seat right beside him.

“I’m Emmin,” the boy said. “Reporter for the Campus Scribe. Would you be able to answer a few questions? Nothing bad, of course.”

“Uh…” Wulf glanced around. The row of seats ahead of him had all swivelled around to look back, and even in the second row down, a trio of girls were looking back. They giggled, one of them waved, and Wulf rolled his eyes at them. 

But he also couldn’t just turn down the reporter now. Not with everyone staring at him. “Sure, sure,” Wulf said. “But when class starts…”

“Oh, it’ll be quick.”

“Sure.”

“Thank you, thank you.” Emmin tapped his quill on a clipboard and chewed the back of its feather, then said, “Right. So, first thing, what signs did you see that the demon attack was coming, and how did you heroically see it before the rest of the faculty did?”

Wulf blinked slowly, trying to parse the question and come up with a suitable answer. “Well…I, uh, the monsters in the woods were getting riled up, and—”

“Wonderful. Saw signs of monsters getting riled up. Will note that down. What made you pick Emerald Vanguard? Was it because the Oronith had no storied history before you got to it, and you needed to make a legend for the golem yourself?”

Wulf sighed. This was going to be a long few weeks if these were the questions the other students were asking. 

But as long as he could steer them away from the truth, all while getting his side of the story out, he might just stand a chance.

            

    
        Chapter 45: Attention 

    
    
    
    
                After Wulf’s two morning classes, he rushed to the mess hall for lunch, where he met Kalee, Seith, and Irmond at one of the central tables. Slowly, a crowd gathered around them, hovering at the edges of the table, or inching in from the sides. Across the mess hall, a group of Fletchers glared at them, but Umoch was nowhere to be seen. 

Knowing the faculty, Umoch wouldn’t have gotten any punishment for starting the fire—save for a slap on the wrist, maybe. Literally or metaphorically. 

Wulf kept his eyes down and tried to eat as normally as he could, despite the lingering gazes and murmuring about him. He cut into the seasoned chicken, and let it steam for a few seconds before scooping it into his mouth. 

“You’re popular,” Kalee whispered. 

“We all are,” he said. “You’ve got some admirers, too.” Wulf tilted his head toward a pair of boys off to the side who probably thought they were being subtle, but absolutely weren’t—and they were staring right at Kalee. 

“I think most are here for you,” Seith whispered. 

“They better be,” Irmond said. “But I can pick up some of the strays. I wouldn’t mind a little more attention. Shame, should’ve been a pilot myself. That way, I would’ve gotten…like, a lot more attention.”

Wulf shook his head. “Yeah, should’ve convinced the Field to awaken a different Class for you.”

“I wish…” Irmond mumbled. “Pilots get so much more attention.”

“Rumour’s going around that you’re the leader of our crew,” Kalee said. “So naturally, you’re the biggest player when it came saving Arotelk.”

“Well, is it wrong?” Seith asked. 

“Guys,” Wulf whispered, “don’t sell yourselves short. I couldn’t have done it without any of you.”

“Except maybe you,” Irmond elbowed Seith playfully. 

“Oh, stuff it,” she replied. “You couldn’t even see a wall of unmoving trees.”

“I was looking out for demons.”

As the two of them descended into bickering, Wulf turned back to Kalee, then whispered, “You were more important than they were, you know. Much more important.”

“I know,” Kalee said. “But they’ll have their time to shine. We just have to keep pushing them.”

“I plan to,” Wulf said. “Shame they’re not in the same combat training section as us, though.”

“Why? You’ve already beaten up Seith twice now. Want to do it a third time?”

“Well, truly, I’d much rather fight you,” Wulf said with a smile. “Better practice on someone who knows what she’s doing.”

“Good, because today’s our next round of skirmishing.” Kalee set her knife and fork down. “For the record, I’d much prefer to fight you for the same reason. You’re a challenge.”

“Why, thank you. Now, we best eat up, so we’re not late, though.”


~ ~ ~


Their combat training session began as they usually did on Thirdday—taking places on a sparring mat, and engaging in a small tournament with their peers, five minute fights, to see who came out on top. 

Though the others were improving, Wulf was also getting better at dealing with them efficiently, so he’d have energy left to test himself against Kalee at the end. While he still had no Mark that flatly increased his strength, with the amount of potions he’d taken, the residual effect left him nearly twice as strong as a normal human. 

By now, most of the class had advanced to Middle-Wood. Most of the guild kids had made it to High-Wood, but only he and Kalee were Low-Coals. 

As he fought his way up, he was barely thinking about the fights, and more about the class as a whole.

He didn’t recognize many of the other students in the section, for one thing, and there were only a few weak Fletchers—who couldn’t have been from the important parts of the guild. Hell, maybe they were even new recruits, like Irmond and Seith had been. He didn’t know for sure. 

He was pretty sure they’d sorted the combat training sections into who they thought would be the most effective against each other, and who they thought would advance the fastest. That made Kalee and Wulf an anomaly. 

When they finally reached each other near the end of the class, Instructor DeLark met them with a sigh, and he narrowed his eyes at Wulf. “You may think you’re the strongest in the school right now, boy, but you’re hardly even the strongest in this room.”

“Alright,” Wulf said. 

“We shall see how you do against Ms. Chipa. Wipe that grin off your face.”

Wulf didn’t think he was grinning, and judging from Kalee’s surprised reaction, DeLark had probably been imagining it. 

“She was also with me when we saved Arotelk,” Wulf said. “Part of my crew. She should be just as popular as me, in fact.”

“Popular? Bah.” DeLark shook his head. “You’ll have your ten minutes of fame, and then you’ll go back to the nothingness where you were born. Know this, Mr. Hrothen: you have peaked early, and everything else about your life will be a downward spiral.”

Maybe last life. Not this time. 

“Can we begin?” Wulf asked. 

“Watch your tone, but yes. And Ms. Chipa, you are no better.” 

Collateral damage? She hadn’t even done anything to anger him. 

“But yes, you may begin,” DeLark said. A crowd had gathered on the edge of the sparring mat, and they looked on. This time, there was an air of excitement around the students. They’d all heard what Wulf had done by now, and even the Fletchers seemed curious. 

Kalee attacked first today, charging in and delivering a flurry of kicks while swiping with her tail. Wulf blocked and dodged, looking for an opening, but whenever he had one, Kalee activated a spell Skill, increasing gravity beneath him and slowing him, stopping him from taking advantage of it. 

She was getting good at using her new Skills, and he hadn’t even noticed her consuming a construct. She would’ve done it subtly.

Worse, Wulf really had no way of using his potions in a fight like this. He might have had his Mark, but that was about it. Nothing capable of seriously retaliating against Kalee—at least, not with magic. 

But it came down to his sheer fighting ability. 

“See, Mr. Hrothen? Already, you are humbled,” DeLark called. “You may wish to stay lighter on your feet and move around more. Stay lower, aim higher, and be faster.”

Wulf rolled his eyes. That advice was mostly meaningless, far as he could tell and his experience went. He might not have been a martial artist, but he could brawl like the rest of them, and he knew how to fight. Didn’t need some stuck-up academy professor on his back. 

He ignored it for a little while, focussing instead on Kalee. She was going to run out of constructs soon, wherever she was keeping them hidden, and that meant she’d be trying to end this sooner than later. 

Wulf stepped back and raised his arms, then feinted to the side. She activated a patch of increased gravity where he was about to run, trying to catch him and stall him for a finishing blow, but he turned at the last moment. She punched the empty air, and Wulf pushed her into the magic circle of orange light on the ground, signifying the increased gravity. 

She slowed, vulnerable and weighed down, but before Wulf could deliver his final blow, DeLark interrupted, “Halt! Hrothen, your stance is all wrong. You must be wider, firmer, so you can deliver a better blow.”

Wulf narrowed his eyes. He knew from experience that his stance wasn’t wrong, and DeLark had just cost him the fight. 

“Apologies, instructor,” Kalee said, “but would you be willing to show us? I’m also curious to see what you mean, seeing as he had won the fight fair and square.”

The crowd gasped, and a few giggles rose up from the back. 

“Silence,” DeLark ordered. “Yes, if you require it, I can demonstrate. Hrothen, please step to the center of the mat.”

Wulf glanced at Kalee, and she only raised her eyebrows. But then, she provided a quick nod. She knew what she was doing. 

Now Wulf had an opportunity to do something really funny. Kalee might have wanted to just put DeLark on the spot and show the students that Wulf had been doing nothing wrong, but Wulf could do better. 

DeLark took a stance almost identical to what Wulf had been doing earlier. “See?” the older man said. “This is a better stance.” Then, he widened his legs even more. “Even better.”

Wulf stayed in the same normal stance. 

“Please follow, Hrothen.”

Wulf shrugged. “Sir, I think this works better.”

“Fine, then. Defend yourself. I will only activate one strength-enhancing Mark, to match your abilities.” DeLark threw a set of punches at Wulf, but Wulf leaned away from them, all earning a gasp from the crowd. The last punch grazed his shoulder, but he turned just enough that it glanced off almost harmlessly. 

“Not the best, is it?” Wulf asked. “I’m not sure if this is proving your point, sir.”

DeLark probably knew it wasn’t the best, either. He’d been making up things that Wulf was doing wrong in order to prove his point, but he wasn’t expecting to be put on the spot or questioned over it. 

With a grunt, DeLark jumped forward, moving side-to-side much faster than he probably would have normally. 

“With such…attacks, you can confuse the defender, and break through the flurry of defences that someone like Kalee is putting up.” DeLark kicked, then punched, then tried a few elbow strikes—all of which Wulf leaned away from. He spun and whirled, and tried a few fancy kicks, which did very little. 

Flurry of defences? What are you even talking about?

Finally, when Wulf had enough, he ducked, knowing DeLark would aim at his head. Wulf leaned away from the first punch, which was made stronger by all of DeLark’s Marks, despite what the man had promised. Then, finally, he dropped an axe kick toward Wulf’s head. 

Wulf caught DeLark’s ankle, and, grunting, held on. He gritted his teeth against the man’s enhanced strength, barely catching the foot, then pushed to the side with all his enhanced might. DeLark’s foot spun out. 

Now, off balance, the man was a perfect target. Wulf swept his leg under the back of DeLark’s only stable leg, sending the man tumbling to the ground. 

The crowd snickered, and there were a few chuckles. Kalee nodded with approval. 

Wulf jumped back to his feet, just in time for DeLark to call, “Silence! Luck is not an alternative to skill, and Hrothen was just lucky. You are all dismissed. I expect your best behaviour on Fifthday. Now go. Get out of here.”

Well, somebody just got flustered. Wulf actually grinned this time.

            

    
        Chapter 46: Punishments

    
    
    
    
                Wulf and Kalee both ran out of the gym, then tucked around the corner and hid behind a hedge of shrivelling autumn shrubs. By now, all the trees had gone orange and brown, and most only had half their leaves. 

Neither of them said anything. Wulf rolled his lips inward, then snorted. Kalee chuckled, and they both broke out into soft laughter. 

“You should have seen his face,” Wulf said. “Staring up at the roof, wondering how that happened to him?”

“Was that…very nice to do?” Kalee laughed lightheartedly. “Two sixty year olds beating up on a forty year old?”

“He had it coming,” Wulf said. “Maybe he’ll learn to respect his elders next time.”

“Something tells me he won’t learn at all.”

Wulf chuckled. “Maybe. But I guess we’ll just have to keep teaching him a lesson.”

“And…and wait, does that mean you just beat an Iron?”

“Well, yeah, kinda, I guess.” Wulf leaned back against the outside wall of the gym. “I don’t think he was putting in all his effort up to the end, and he still didn’t use a Skill.”

“Neither did you, but you still caught his kick.”

“Barely. One more, and I would’ve been done for.”

“You’re too humble,” she said. 

“Better to be humble than overconfident.” Wulf stayed quiet for a little, then finally said, “When you were fighting me, it’s almost like you were doing it with your eyes closed. You always knew where I was, even when your back was to me. It’s weird. I wasn’t picking up on it until then, but…”

“I learned to fight without my full senses in my last life,” she said. “I had a wonderful teacher, too. Once I left the academy, and after my…family business. After I escaped the demon-spirit, but not before I made it back to my family. He tried to help me spiritually, too, but he taught me to feel the vibrations in the ground, so I could sense where my opponents were. That is, before I even got Marks and Skills that aided perception.”

Wulf nodded. “Do you…know what happened to him? If you’re willing to say.” He wasn’t sure how sore a topic it was, but he more than anyone was the only person who even had a chance of understanding what she was feeling—and vice versa. 

“I have no idea, really. I left him in anger. I had convinced him to teach me, with him thinking that my need for revenge was behind me, and then later revealed that I hadn’t ever left the desire behind. It stings, but…I abandoned him, and I don’t know what happened to him.”

“Do you think you could find him again?” 

“I think I could try,” she said. “But not right now.”

“No.” Wulf shook his head, but agreed. “Right now, we’ve got some chores to do.”

“Right.” She sighed. “You think Dr. Langold was helping us at all? So far, the punishments he’s been giving have been incredibly mild.”

“I wouldn’t be surprised if he was showing us pity,” Wulf said. “But at a certain point, that generosity is going to run out, and we’re going to actually be in trouble. So we’d best get going.”

They didn’t change out of their gym clothes yet. Better to get those dirty than anything else. They crossed the campus at a quick saunter, then arrived at the border grove where Emerald Vanguard had flattened a set of trees and made an enormous footprint in the earth. Chef Kennet and a couple non-Ascendant workers were waiting at the edge, shovelling dirt in to fill the giant footprint. 

“Ah, so you two are the troublemakers who tore up my grove in an Oronith,” Kennet said. “You, Hrothen. I figured you were the maverick type to steal one of those, but with your eye for plants, I didn’t think you’d be so careless to crush them beneath you.”

“Sorry, sir,” Wulf said, dipping his head. 

“Yeah, yeah,” Kennet sighed. “It’s not the trees that annoy me so much as the gardens I had going in between the trees. And all that will take a few months to regrow, even in the winter.”

“Only a few months?”

“Well, you didn’t think they were normal, seasonal poplars, did you?” Kennet turned back to the others. Instead of his chef’s apron, he now wore a tattered brown coat and a haversack. “Besides, I’ve got a few Skills to help grow gardens a little faster. Helps with the Chef Class, supposedly.”

“What does the border grove do?” Kalee asked. 

“The runes in their trunks make a natural defensive formation, keeping all sorts of beings that might do us harm out of the school grounds. Monstrous beings, ‘course. Not humans or human-likes.” He laughed and patted his belly. “Thalin told me all about your little escapade with the yetis. You know there’s a reason they didn’t follow you past a certain point, right? My formation does a school good.”

“Does it work against demons?” Wulf questioned. 

“What, with the recent attack?” Kennet shrugged. “Dunno, boy. It’s never been tested. I figure it’d hold up for a little, but get overwhelmed in time. One of those colossal fiends would cause us a right headache, and if I thought you were hazardous to my garden…”

He grabbed a pair of shovels from the non-Ascendant workers—probably also kitchen staff who Kennet had enlisted to help them—and passed them to Wulf and Kalee. “Well, get to work. We have lots of mud to shift around, and the formation won’t repair itself.”

For the next few hours, until the sun began setting, they shovelled mud back into the footprint, or spread it around and flattened what they could. Lots of the ground had been compressed, so they took mud from outside the campus grounds and hauled it in, then used it to form a ridge where the trees would’ve crossed. 

“I figure we can give ourselves an easier time by only putting a ridge in the center,” Kennet said. “And we can let a pond fill up on either side. Put some water-borne herbs and such in it…hmm, where’s my list…”

But still, by the end of the first day—when the sun began setting, and they were all drenched in sweat—they’d only made a portion of the central ridge. 

“Might take us a few weeks,” Kennet proclaimed, “but that’s enough for now. I’ll call it.”

They packed up their equipment into a trunk, but left it by the edge of the footprint. No need to haul it inside if they were just going to use it tomorrow. 

As they were putting their shovels in the trunk, Kennet bent down beside them and whispered to Wulf, “If you do really well, and get us this ridge fixed within the month, I’ll let you have access to my herb garden in the grove. What, with your interest in the plants at all. Deal?”

“Deal?” Wulf asked. “Uh, sure.”

“Well, only if you want.”

“I kinda thought you were mad at me, sir.”

“I was. But then it turns out, you saved a great many people, and my crushed trees probably aren’t the biggest problem in the world at the moment.” He sighed, then looked up at the sky. “I don’t suppose that will be the only wave of demons, if it goes anything like the last demon war did.”

“I…don’t think so, sir. Sadly.”

“Well, be on your way, you two. I hear you have another chore to do as punishment, now. So scram.”

“Yes, sir.”

Afterward, Wulf and Kalee jogged to the bathhouses—just in time to find a couple non-Ascendant janitors already getting started. An aging man with long gray hair, who Wulf had previously seen sweeping the Artificers’ Labs, turned toward them. 

“Ah, there you are. A little late, though I suppose we can blame that on Chef,” the man said. He wore sturdy woven overalls and carried a mop and broom. “Well, then, take your pick. I’m Wyll, and this here is Marsa.” He pointed his thumb over his shoulder at a middle aged woman behind him, with a mop and broom, who’d already started sweeping the floor of the lobby. They both looked like locals from the villages

“If we get done here quickly,” Marsa said, “you both can use a fresh bathhouse to clean yourselves up before heading off to bed.”

“Got it,” Wulf said. 

They didn’t rush, but they didn’t exactly go slowly, either. They navigated through the bathhouse, scrubbing the tiles with soaps and some sort of cleaner that registered as a weak potion:


Anti-Infectant Potion (Low-Wood Quality) (Splatter)

Cleans off infectants and other dirt upon contact. 


Wulf didn’t remember exactly what it took to make one, but he hadn’t been expecting them to use potions to clean with. He also began wondering how much stronger of a potion he’d be able to make with his abilities, or how weak the people who’d made these potions were. 

As he cleaned, scrubbing down the walls and floors with a broom, or kneeling down, he registered the splatter potion affecting him—if only slightly. It was applying its cleansing effect to him, and though the others were certainly also experiencing that, the potion hadn’t been made by him. He didn’t get any strength boosts, though an aura did spring up around him. Nothing to fuel with it, sadly. 

His thoughts wandered. Next, the most important task was to figure out what weapon he was supposed to use. He’d need one before the next tournament fight—which was coming up in a week.

Not even supposed to use. Crafters wouldn’t have an assigned weapon that the Field preferred. They could have anything, not like Mages, who were better suited to staves, or Pilots, who would be better with swords, hammers, axes, or spears (which was, admittedly, still a broad range).

He considered a staff or a spear, but neither seemed right. But perhaps he just needed to give it a try?

He shook his head. That wasn’t right. If he, as a crafting Class, was truly going to have a useful weapon, he’d need something that could also help improve his other main abilities. Potion making, the like. He didn’t know why, but he just got a feeling. 

Besides, if he was going to spend a lot of time and energy creating a weapon for himself, he needed to make something that he’d actually want to use, that felt right, and that suited him and his abilities.

A giant stir-stick, then?

But that was basically just a staff. 

Hit someone with a giant cauldron?

But that was barely a weapon. No good there. 

Tongs?

Maybe, but still, barely a weapon. At least it was a tool that was meant to be held in the hand, though. Just…not big enough to actually do any damage with. 

“I reckon we can call it a night,” Wyll announced, cutting through Wulf’s thoughts. “You two, clean yourselves up, then head back to your dorms. It’s quite late.”

“Thank you, sir,” Wulf and Kalee both said. They went their separate ways, to their separate bathhouse halves, then cleaned up. It was oddly peaceful, so late in the evening, with only a few lanterns still going. A warm bath welcomed Wulf, and he gladly sank into it. 

Maybe not as productive of a day with potion-making, but productive nonetheless. At the very least, he had a deal with Kennet—access to the herb garden, which he could use to make all sorts of potions. 

            

    
        Chapter 47: Xerion

    
    
    
    
                Now that Wulf had significantly less time in his days for the foreseeable future, his alchemy practice would have to take a step back. 

Or at least, it would’ve had to for most people. Wulf wasn’t about to take a multiple-week-long break. 

When he returned from the bathhouse and went to his dorms for the night, he spent an hour reviewing his textbook. So he didn’t wake Ján, he used his storage pendant. He lit a candle and stepped inside his lab pendant. With the opening facing away from Ján, only a sliver of light slipped through. 

He continued on, flipping through a segment that described the different shapes of flasks and potion containers that would be best for different types of potions, but he wasn’t in the mood to fire up his furnace and start glass-smithing, and he didn’t exactly need the different types of flasks yet. 

Plus, he doubted he’d remember all that, anyway. There was just so much to memorize, and he wasn’t sure if he’d ever figure out what kind of potion every plant turned into. 

But the following section was more interesting. It described arcane metals materials, their purposes in potions (as strengthening agents or for increasing potion effect longevity) and their other effects not in potions. 

For example, quiversteel made excellent medical equipment because of how it induced flesh to regrow around it, or un-gold, which had the same look and properties of gold, unless it experienced a current of mana, at which point it became harder than diamonds and could cut through nearly anything. 

Which, he had to say, didn’t really feel like a chaotic alteration, but he supposed the magical properties were inherently more chaotic than just a regular gold ingot. 

But what really caught his attention was yet another mention of Panne. The historical great alchemist had wielded a shepherd's hook that looked to everyone like it was made of primal material, but was likely actually made of xerion. 

Xerion. It didn’t elaborate, except to say that the material was beyond the realm of this book. 

That didn’t stop Wulf from wanting to know more. 

The next day, during lunch, he returned to the library and re-loaned out his alchemy textbook, just so he didn’t get in trouble. But then, he returned to the section he’d taken it from and hunted for any other alchemy books. 

If there was more information on alchemy, it’d have to be there, right?

But this was a miscellaneous section, and it was sorted by author name, not by topic. He sighed, gave it a brief scan, and couldn’t find any more alchemy books. 

For a few seconds, he stood there, staring at the books, tapping his leg and pursing his lips, until the librarian walked over and asked, “Can I help you, Mr. Hrothen?”

Wulf chuckled. “You remember my name?”

“I remember many names, but especially those of students who loan out books for a long period of time.”

Wulf couldn’t decide if that was a threat or not, so he only shrugged. “I promise I’ll return it when I’m done.”

“I think it is wonderful that students take interest in topics outside their studies,” the librarian said. She wore the same white robe that she usually did, though today, she’d tied her long hair up in a bun. “So many young students, especially Pilots, get so caught up in their studies that they forget to live a proper life. Broadening their horizons is the best way to show them that the world is about more than fighting and stone.”

Wulf nodded. “I’m sorry, miss, but I don’t think I caught your name before.”

“You may call me Ms. Wenarle. I am not a professor by academy standards, though I have read a great many books and absorbed their knowledge.”

“Ms. Wenarle, then…would you happen to know where I could find more books on alchemy? I’m specifically curious about something called xerion.”

“I somewhat expected that,” Ms. Wenarle said. “You may find a few more texts scattered about this section, but they are few and far between. If you would like, I can identify and locate them for you.” She raised her arm, where she wore a bracer with a slip of enchanted parchment pinned to its top. “However, much like that book, they will be a basic overview. You may only find passing mentions of what you seek.”

“Have you heard of xerion?”

“I can index it in the library codex,” she said. She furrowed her brows in concentration, while looking directly at her arm. Wulf saw the ink shift, but he was too far away, and at too awkward of an angle to read it. 

“As a benefit of the Librarian Class,” Ms. Wenarle said, “I can look through the entirety of the library, and any books whose words register with the Field will appear, along with the volume they were written in.”

“Helpful,” Wulf commented. 

“Indeed. Though I’ll admit, yours is an unusual request. Usually, students are requesting books on certain monsters or dragon types, or mana formations—the like.”

“Sorry,” Wulf said. “If you could direct me to where the more complex alchemy texts are, I might—”

“Ah, I have it,” she said, then offered a kind smile. “Xerion. You’ll find it mentioned in a few elven crafting texts on the fifth level. There is a slight problem, however.”

“Problem?” Wulf tilted his head. “Do I need to return my other book first?”

“No, no.” She sighed. “Those books are in the restricted section—any with more than a passing mention of xerion. You must be a fourth year to access them, as the Academy believes the concepts to be too powerful for lower ranks to handle.”

Wulf let out a soft growl. The Academy thought they could dictate what he could read and what he couldn’t, under the guise of being for his own good? 

“How does the Academy prevent people from reading them?” he asked. 

“Me.” Ms. Wenarle said. “I am not allowed to let a first year check them out, and if you steal a book, I will know. The faculty will take action.”

Wulf sighed. “Is there—”

Ms. Wenarle tutted. “I wasn’t finished. We may be able to make an arrangement. I would hate to see a young man’s extracurricular interests get stifled by the Academy’s dogma, but I must know that you truly want this before I break the rules for you.”

“Would this…codex thing even let you sign a fourth year book out in my name?”

“No, it would not,” Ms. Wenarle said. “Which is why you are going to modify the codex.” 

Wulf raised his eyebrows. 

“Cleaning, of course. You will help me clean the codex chamber in the coming weeks, and we may clean a few of the Field-nodes a little too—vigourously, if you will. Such that the restriction data for a few nodes is wiped clean.”

Wulf smiled. “Ma’am, thank you. But…it may have to be pretty late at night. I’ve got a whole bunch of other chores to fulfill.” 

“Oh, yes, I am aware, dear. I have heard your name plenty during our faculty meetings. You have quite the reputation now, which is why I can almost guarantee that I am doing the correct thing. You are destined for greatness, Mr. Hrothen, so long as you stay on this path and keep working as you have been.” She flicked her sheet of parchment, and the ink diffused away. “Meet me here tonight once you have fulfilled all of your other engagements, and I will show you the library codex.”


~ ~ ~


After helping Chef Kennet until sunset, then aiding the janitors and cleaning himself up in the fresh bathhouse, Wulf and Kalee walked back across the campus. 

He was about to split paths with her and turn toward the library when she said, “Wulf?”

“Yes?” He tilted his head and slowed down. He hadn’t exactly been walking quickly, and they hadn’t really been talking—too tired for good conversation, anyway.

“There’s going to be a celebration in Arotelk this coming Seventhday.”

“Celebration?”

“Better than a mourning vigil like last time, isn’t it?” Kalee asked. 

“Well, yes, but…” Wulf swallowed. “There were probably still a lot of people who died. And they don’t know what would’ve happened without us. There’s no frame of reference. I thought it just sounded odd.”

“Their frame of reference is the rest of the world,” she said. “By now, you must’ve seen the reports.”

“I’ve been keeping my eyes off them. Didn’t really need a reminder of what we were fighting.”

“So far, the letter bearers have reported thirty separate demon spheres crashing to the surface,” Kalee said. “Most of them have been dealt with now, but everyone knows it’s just the first wave. Still, the damage to other cities was much, much worse than it was here.”

“We can still do more,” Wulf said. 

“Next time, we will do more.” 

“Yeah…” Wulf sighed. “So…are you saying something?”

“Yeah?”

“Sorry. No, like…it felt like you were going somewhere with that.”

They stopped walking altogether, and Kalee turned to face him. “Were you interested in going? I’m sure Irmond and Seith will be going, too.” 

“I hadn’t thought about it.” He looked down. “You know, I was probably going to avoid big crowds and public engagements for the time being.” He kicked the dirt at the edge of the path with his boot. A little bit of snow had started to sprinkle down, but the ground hadn’t hardened just yet. 

“Why not? I saw you out in the tavern when Prince Eèras had his little party. You’re obviously not afraid of that sort of thing.”

He chuckled. “Just because I did it doesn’t mean I’m not afraid of it.”

“Fair point, but…”

“Alright, I’ll come.” He crossed his arms. He was supposed to be getting out and seeing the world, too, but since the demon attack, something felt slightly different. Just slightly off. He hadn’t spoken with Irmond much on their runs, and now, he wasn’t even finding many points of conversation to make with Kalee, even though there were so many memories he wanted to compare and questions to ask. 

“Wulf, are you alright?”

“Just tired, that’s all,” he said. 

I’m tired. Just tired. 

That was what he thought before he met the Messenger, too. Before it—Mantri—sent him back. 

That was what led him to his regret in the first place. A life not lived fully. 

But this time, he couldn’t explain it.

“I’ll come,” he repeated. “But first, I have a deal with the librarian.”

“Hm? Wulf, don’t stay up too late,” Kalee complained. 

“Ah, it’s no worry. I’m used to it.” He forced a grin, then turned back. “Besides, it’s about alchemy. It’s something I want to do.”

            

    
        Chapter 48: The Codex

    
    
    
    
                Wulf met Ms. Wenarle outside the doors of the library. She held up a lantern when he approached, then turned to the guards and said, “He’s with me. Please let him in.”

Both of the non-Ascendant night shift guards gave Ms. Wenarle a pleasant nod, then motioned toward the doorway, as if beckoning Wulf inside. 

He trotted up the stairs, then jogged after Ms. Wenarle into the library. “What’s your excuse for bringing me along?”

“It’s yet another one of your punishments,” she said. “You must help me clean the codex room. Have you ever seen an information codex before?”

“I haven’t, ma’am.”

“You’re in for a treat then, dear.”

They walked down the central aisle of the library. At this hour, it was completely empty, and Wulf figured it was locked to anyone except Wenarle and her helpers. A few lanterns sputtered in the wings, and a couple candles still blazed higher up, but it was largely dark. The sky outside was cloudy, and no moonlight poured in through the windows. 

“This way,” Ms. Wenarle said, motioning with her hand. She turned down an aisle and led him to a side door, which led into a cramped staircase. It was nondescript, and he wouldn’t have noticed it if he hadn’t had it pointed out to him. She descended, and Wulf followed close behind. 

“What exactly is a codex?” Wulf asked. 

“It’s a method of information storage,” Ms. Wenarle said. “Our minds can only contain so much information, but there’s more in the world than we could ever know, and a codex acts like…a massive book. It is difficult to explain unless you’ve seen one.”

Wulf hadn’t seen one in his past life, and he hadn’t really cared. Yet another shortcoming, it seemed. 

The staircase wound around in a spiral, descending far beneath the earth, until they reached another door. Ms. Wenarle pushed it open, leading the way into a cavern. It wasn’t the largest Wulf had ever seen, but with a ceiling about three storeys tall, and being long enough to fit ten carriages tip-to-tail, it was a decent-sized cavern. 

The walls were rough sandstone, with an arched ceiling. Faded paintings covered the roof between the arches, but Wulf could barely see them with the light of Ms. Wenarle’s lantern and the few candle sconces around the edge of the room. Moisture dripped from the walls, and it smelled like mould and mildew. 

At the very center of the cavern was a…construct of some kind. Being about the height of an average man, it was a twenty-sided stone with a single rune on each of its sides. It hovered above a platform of twisting tubes, metal plates, and a circular pool of water at the center. Braided cords and ropes stretched out from the bottom platform, reaching for devices all around the room. 

These smaller devices reminded Wulf more of bookshelves. Being about the size of a single cabinet, they held a number of smaller marble-sized stones on their shelves, each with rune-covered faces. They had different numbers of sides, but all hovered above their shelves, slowly turning. 

Each rune—both on the main stone and the smaller stones on the shelves—pulsed faintly with magenta light, illuminating the room. It was doing something. 

Ms. Wenarle pulled out a cloth from her satchel, then flicked it out. She walked over to the central stone, then wiped off its face with the cloth. 

It wasn’t actually stone, but glass—covered in a thick layer of dust, save for where the runes had been etched. 

“Come here, dear,” she said, motioning with her free hand. 

Wulf jogged over behind her and peered into the little window. Inside the central glass sphere floated a white cat with a black patch of fur on its chest and emerald-green eyes. It was frozen in time, but aside from its open eyes, it didn’t look distressed. Ears straight up, hair flattened, mouth closed. 

He breathed, “Is that…”

“It is indeed a Messenger,” Ms. Wenarle said. “There are rare occasions where an Ascendant has done a great deed worthy of a Mark, but dies in the process. The Messenger cannot bestow the Grand Mark upon the Ascendant, and it cannot return to the Field until it has done so, leaving the Messenger stranded.”

Wulf closed his eyes and winced. “Poor little guys…”

“Indeed. Most volunteer to be put to use. The agony of an unfulfillable purpose will drive them insane, so they allow us to borrow their immense mental storage capabilities for our constructs. Their minds go blank, and they sleep forever, unable to agonize over their purpose. Make no mistake: all codexes require a lost Messenger to function.”

“So…how does it work?”

“It stores information in the Field directly, within a certain domain. This codex has been tuned to analyze written words. Any book brought into the library it oversees…” She walked over to a cabinet with a set of runestones in it. “...whose physical boundaries we control here, will register in the codex. A [Librarian] Class is a somewhat unique class, in that we can interact with codexes and seek the information inside.

“When a book is brought into the library, so long as the author wrote it with intent, the Field can detect the words on its page—which we have tuned the codex to store. Most of the information stays within this central stone.” Ms. Wenarle pointed back at the central floating sphere. “But it simply stores information. The Field doesn’t care any more for the Academy’s little bureaucracies than we do, so if I wish to add restrictions to the codex, or other requirements at the Academy’s request, I must add in more of these little adjustment stones.”

She walked over to a different shelf and plucked up a tiny stone, then blew the dust off it. “This shelf is where we control the restricted topics, and this stone governs those alchemy texts you were asking about.”

“So…we just destroy the stone, and the codex releases its restrictions, allowing you to let me take it without alarming anyone?”

“Precisely.”

“What if I just took the book?” Wulf asked. “Or, rather, if you just looked the other way?”

“I am not the only one with access to the library, Mr. Hrothen,” she said. “Or, the library codex’s status information. In Dr. Langold’s office, for example, he has a sheet of enchanted parchment which connects to this codex’s main status information. It would alert him to any suspicious activity, among other professors.” 

Wulf nodded. “And I don’t really want them knowing that I’m taking restricted alchemy texts…”

“Not at all. Which is also why we must be cautious about how quickly we modify the permissions. If we adjust them too quickly, then we will trigger alarms. They are designed to be modified slowly, upon faculty request, so as long as we…”

She passed him the small marble-sized stone she’d plucked up from the shelf—which turned out was actually a glass polygon with fifteen sides and nothing in the center, when it didn’t have dust all over it. 

“...etch out only one rune every day. Any rune will do. They all work in tandem to create a circuit.”

Wulf pulled on the lapel of his coat, gripping a button, and then used its hard edge to scratch away the bottom of one rune on the side of the glass polygon. It stopped glowing, and the rest of the runes flickered. 

“There you have it,” Ms. Wenarle said. “You just modified the permission enough that it will allow third and fourth years to access it.”

“I’ll never understand how runes work…” he muttered. 

“Few ever develop a deep understanding,” Wenarle told him. “Fortunately for you, I know what I’m doing. You are not the first student who I’ve helped get around restrictions. But that’s enough for today; we don’t want to set off any alarms.”

Wulf passed the glass polygon back to her, and she placed it back on the shelf. “Now, you’re free to go. It will take us about two weeks until you can safely take out the book you want, and on your way up, I’d appreciate it if you could help me carry some of the old crates we’ve been keeping in storage down here up to the main level. We opened a new library wing, and I can now put out those manuscripts about thrustwing training.”

Wulf nodded, then walked to the boxes at the back of the room, which she motioned to with a flick of her fingers. There was a stack of them along the far wall, far out of the way of the codex. Wulf lifted up one with ease, leveraging his enhanced strength, and carried it back to the stairwell. Ms. Wenarle was right behind him. 

“Ma’am?” Wulf asked. “Why is the Academy so stingy about who can and cannot access the library? And so worried about whether people might take out the wrong books?”

“I’m not certain,” she said. “My current guess is that they simply want to make it so difficult to take out resources that don’t apply to the main four Classes, because then you will focus less on your studies and more on hobbies—which doesn’t benefit the Academy or the Confederacy one bit. They believe that if you’re not trying to become as pure and focussed in your role as you can, then you are wasting your time.”

Wulf grimaced. That was what he had believed for a long while, too. “I see,” was all he could muster. “Thank you for your time, Ms. Wenarle.”

“Thank you for moving these books for me, dear,” she said. “Now get yourself some rest. Field knows, you look like you could use it.”


~ ~ ~


For the rest of the week, Wulf went about his classes normally and performed his chores normally. In the mornings, before venturing out for his run with Irmond, he refilled his storage core with mana from the constructs Seith and Kalee had made for him, and, once he’d acquired some herbs from Chef Kennet’s border grove garden (which was more like a bunch of wild herbs that happened to be growing between the poplar trunks along the border of the Academy, stimulated by the mana currents of the trees), he used them to make cleaning potions of his own. 

Lemongrass, it turned out, was the main ingredient of a cleaning potion. Smelled nice, but helped you get dirt and debris off surfaces, as well as smooth them down. He filled his splatter flask with it, so the Field would recognize it as a potion that wasn’t meant to be drunk. In the evenings, when he visited Ms. Wenarle at the library, he used the potion to scrub her runestone smooth and flat without leaving obvious scratches behind. 

But then Seventhday rolled around. Somehow, Wulf had been dreading the encounter, even though he knew he shouldn’t have been. 

Still, he hauled himself out of bed and dragged himself down to the front door, where he’d planned to meet Kalee. 

Attending a celebration in his own honour wasn’t exactly how he’d planned to spend his weekend, but he’d agreed to meet her, and he couldn’t back down now.

            

    
        Chapter 49: Return to Arotelk

    
    
    
    
                Wulf only had to wait a few minutes before Kalee turned up. She wore a black academy coat suited for late fall, and had let her hair out of its braids. 

“Good morning!” she called as she approached. She yawned, then rubbed her eyes. “Ready?”

Wulf patted his coat and haversack. “Not sure what I’ll need for a celebration, but I hope so.”

“You’ll do fine,” she said. 

“I’m not even sure what I’m supposed to be doing.”

“Me neither,” she said. “But by the time we get there, the street vendors will have set up their shops. You haven’t had breakfast yet, have you?” 

“Nope.”

“Wonderful. Me neither again.”

Wulf stepped down to the Academy pathways, then walked alongside her along the way to the distant column of rising smoke of Arotelk. There were still a few smoking buildings leftover from the fight, and the demon’s corpses hadn’t stopped smouldering. Not to mention, the runes on the sphere the demons had descended in flared up every so often, and the sphere belched some more smoke back up into the sky. 

But, on the bright side, it made Arotelk much easier to find. Even though he couldn’t see any of the buildings, the column of smoke was thicker.

“Are Irmond and Seith going to meet us anywhere?” Wulf asked. 

“I talked with Seith, and she planned to meet up with us at the Dragonsmane tavern around sunset. Presumably, with Irmond in tow. They were going together. In fact, it sounded like Irmond asked her.” As she spoke, she gave Wulf a soft nudge. 

“Sorry,” he muttered, taking the hint. “It just hadn’t really crossed my mind. I kinda thought they’d be having a big vigil, like last time, and I wasn’t sure I wanted to be part of it. But then you mentioned it.”

“Well, you’re here now. That’s all that matters.”

“I suppose.”

When they reached the edge of the campus closest to Arotelk, they passed by a group of young preachers in academy uniforms, and one older man in brown [Monk] robes. A Monk of the Field, member of the Church of the Field. 

“The Field cares!” a student called, holding up a clipboard with a parchment list attached to it. “Serving hot meals to any attendees of the next Seventhday service!”

“The end is upon us!” another student called. “The Field forgives, and your soul will live on in the great universal cycle!”

“Do not fear! If it has happened, then it is the Fieldfather’s will!”

Wulf kept his head down as he walked, trying not to meet their eyes. They were crowding along the edge of the pathway as it merged with a main cross-Confederation road, trying to scoop up others into their church. 

He was indifferent to most of it. They could preach what they wanted without getting in others’ way. He just wasn’t big on the notion that he had no free will, and the fact that he was changing things had to be proof that he had an element of free will. 

Not to mention, he wasn’t alright with the idea that there was nothing they could do about the end of the world. He couldn’t let that be the end. Even in his last life, he hadn’t really accepted it even when it was right before his eyes. 

To his knowledge, the Field wasn’t sentient the way humans were. It was a logic system set up by a powerful wizard many thousands of years ago, feeding off the natural life energies of the planet to make a complex, confusing state of magic more manageable, thus allowing greater magical feats. 

But that meant there was nothing cosmic about it. It was isolated to their world, and if their world ended, so would the Field. 

“Wulf, are you alright?” Kalee whispered. 

By now, he couldn’t see or hear the preachers anymore. He blinked. “Sorry. Got lost in thought.”

“That wasn’t really an answer. You’ve been…kinda odd lately,” she said. “Since the demon attack, that is.”

Wulf snorted. “I don’t really know how to take that. I kinda just thought everyone thought I was weird.”

“Well, that too. But different, I should say. Different from the guy I bumped into in the Artificers’ labs that one day.”

“That’s reassuring.”

“Anything you need to talk about?”

He sighed. “Kalee, I’m sorry. I wish I knew, or that I could just tell you like that.” He snapped his fingers. “But I just don’t. Sometimes, I just don’t know what’s wrong with me. I have been feeling a little off, though, even if I wasn’t really registering it.”

For one, he’d promised that he’d go out and do more stuff like this, but he was slipping back into old habits, trying to wait around back at the Academy and work on his alchemy. Single-mindedly focussing on his work. 

Hell, he’d planned to use his entire Seventhday working on potions, even if he had nothing in mind that he needed to make. 

Even if he was looking to get stronger, sitting around in a room wouldn’t accomplish that. He couldn’t go anywhere without a team. 

“Could you…” he began, then paused for a few seconds. “Could you tell me what feels weird?”

“You've been quiet, for one thing,” she said. “You’ve also been spending a lot more time working. Irmond said he hasn’t seen you in the common room once.”

Ah. They’d all talked about it with each other, then, and planned this all out. It was an intervention.

“I’m sorry if I made you nervous.” He stopped, and was about to offer a placation, but that wouldn’t do. In fact, she’d opened up to him about her past a lot more than he had. He hadn’t told her anything, really. 

“I…might have an idea,” Wulf said. “Look, I know we were expecting the attack. But I didn’t know I’d be so worried about losing what I have this time. I saw the demons, and it reminded me of my—our—past life. Last time, I lost everyone close to me. You know Ján and Brin, right? I watched them both die brutal deaths at the hands of the demons. I got close to them all last time. They were my friends, the best friends…my only friends. The closest thing I had to family. I don’t want to lose that again.” 

“So you’ve stopped trying to get close to people?”

He shrugged. “Wasn’t consciously. But if you burn yourself once, your body learns not to do the same thing. I guess the sting began to fade, and my hand started to drift closer to the fire, but all it took was a reminder of the burn for me to flinch away.”

“I can give you space,” Kalee said. “I know…”

“I know you know,” Wulf said when she trailed off. “But that’s not what I need, I don’t think. I promised myself that in this life, that I’d live properly. That means I have to get close to people. I have to go experience joy, sorrow, wonder…I can’t just sit around here and hope that maybe this time, I won’t regret not living my life to the fullest.”

“So…”

“So thank you for dragging me along,” Wulf said, looking sideways and locking eyes with Kalee. “I needed a bit of a kick.”

“You’re welcome.”

“Of course, that doesn’t mean I’m not going to keep pushing my alchemy abilities. But there’s time for both things.”

Kalee nodded. “My thoughts exactly. What’s the point of power if you can’t use it for good, and what’s the point of saving the world if you’re not going to live in it?”

“Well, I’d sacrifice myself to save the world any day, if I knew my death would mean something.”

“Yeah, but that’s not what I meant. If you’re planning on saving the world, you’d better go live a little before, and live a little after, too, Field willing.”

Wulf nodded in agreement. He noticed her phrase, though. Field willing. “Are you much for the Church, then?”

She shook her head. “Just the phrases I grew up with. My ancestors converted from the traditional Threnian Way-ism to the Confederacy’s Church of the Field long ago, and though they left the church a few generations back, the phrases have stuck.”

As they walked to Arotelk, they made soft small talk, discussing how their families saw the Church (Wulf explained to her that his family had liked it as non-Ascendants, and went to nearly every Seventhday service), and speculating how things might have been different if they’d never awoken their Classes. 

But the closer they drew to Arotelk, the more crowded the roads grew. Wagons rumbled along the road, and pilgrims from the rural villages travelled to see the corpses of three colossal fiends. 

The first sign of the city wasn’t the city itself anymore, but the massive sphere embedded in the earth. A massive crater surrounded the impact zone, and waves of dirt had rolled over the road—which had since been dug through, making the approach to Arotelk into a valley. 

They approached the ruined side of the city first, where the three bodies of the colossal fiends lay. They didn’t burn, and hopefully, it’d get colder soon, because as it was, they were going to start stinking. 

At least for now, though, the light breeze had blown away the sulphuric and burning smells of the demons, leaving only the smell of decaying autumn leaves and sizzling food in the city. The sky was clear, and the sun beamed down on them, warming it to almost summer-like temperatures. Wulf unbuttoned his coat. 

They passed through the damaged section of the city, where crews of workers, loader golems, and Ascendants worked to clear up the debris and make repairs. They sang working songs, smoked pipes, and the pounding of their hammers turned into a drumbeat. 

Wulf almost veered off to help, but there was no one in need of immediate assistance, and—as Kalee soon reminded him—they’d done a lot to help, even if it didn’t feel like it. Now, spending some money at a local vendor was one of the best things they could do for the people of Arotelk. 

“Did you have somewhere in mind?” Wulf asked. 

“I saw a place when we were last here, and it looked pretty good,” Kalee answered, then took the lead.

They approached the center of Arotelk, away from the damage of the fighting. Wulf glanced back one more time, vowing that, on the way out, he was going to harvest some of the demon flesh. It had to be powerful, in some way or another, and if he could turn it into a potion, that was all the better. 

“What do pangians eat, anyway?” Wulf asked. “I mean, I know I’ve seen you eating regular human food, but…do you have preferences?”

“Giant fire ants. They make especially nice steaks, and it has a bit of a…zip to it.” She licked her lips. “Though…I’m not really sure how much I want to be thinking of home right now.”

“Fair enough. I don’t want to think about eating bugs, either.”

“Don’t knock it until you’ve tried it.”

“Eh, I think I can guess.”

“Suit yourself.” She stopped, then turned in a circle and pointed over her shoulder with her thumb. “Here.”

A simple restaurant on the street corner was selling fried sweet bread, covered in cinnamon and sugar, and topped with whipped cream. But, with the way Wulf’s stomach was growling, he could go for just about anything. 

“That looks good to me.”

“Wonderful!”

            

    
        Chapter 50: A Day of Celebration 

    
    
    
    
                Kalee led the way to the restaurant and stood in the short line out front. There was no need to order; everyone was being served the same thing from a counter embedded in the wall. The line moved quickly, and Wulf and Kalee barely stood still. 

Kalee reached into her coat pocket and retrieved a handful of silver nuggets. “I’ll pay for it today.”

Wulf tilted his head. “You don’t have to. I—”

“No, no. I just won my next tournament fight, and I’ve got my hands on some winnings,” she shook the coins in the palm of her hand. 

“Oh.” Wulf gulped. “Uh, sorry for not coming to watch. I didn’t know. I kinda just thought you were skipping your chores on Fifthday.”

She chuckled. “You really did inherit a nineteen-year-old’s brain. I’ll remind you when I’ll be fighting next time, and you can come watch. A small portion of that falls on me, I suppose. I should’ve told you.”

“Thanks for not being mad.”

“I’ve learned how boys can be sometimes.” She offered a faint smile. “You’re good.”

“I’m not sure if I should be insulted or not,” Wulf said. 

They reached the front of the line, and the servers presented two clay trays with fried, sugared-covered sweet bread with a helping of whipped cream on top. Kalee exchanged her handful of silver for them, and then they set off. 

As they ate, Wulf asked, “Did you spend much time in this town during your last life?”

“Not really,” she said. “Went once or twice. Got dragged along by my roommate before the attack, all that. But from here on out, we’ve vastly altered the course of time. None of this would be here if not for us.”

Wulf nodded. “Speaking of which…on the way back, I need to harvest some demonflesh. And bone chunks, maybe.” He took another bite of his breakfast. It was warm, crispy, not too sweet, but pleasant enough to go down easily. 

“I’d expect nothing less,” Kalee said. “But get your mind off alchemy for a bit.”

“Of course. But just…one more thing. When we find Seith and Irmond, we’re probably going to want to talk business again. That wasn’t the only wave of demon attacks we’ll ever face. The next wave will be in spring, and we’ve got some work to do. I assume we plan to help fight off that wave, too?”

“I assume you’d go with or without me?” Kalee asked. 

“Precisely.”

“We can talk to Seith and Irmond about it when we meet up with them.”

For the rest of the morning and afternoon, they wandered the streets of Arotelk. Wulf and Kalee helped clean up damage wherever they found any. They cleared debris off the streets and assisted crews in pushing around the paving stones. 

Halfway through the morning, Wulf stumbled across a scattered newspaper. He picked it up and skimmed through it out of curiosity, and like he expected, most of the segments wrote about how demon attacks were taking place all over the world. But, about halfway down, a small segment wrote:

Tremors in the southern mountains near Clegghold have revealed an ancient cavern within the deep. Where dwarven mining teams hunted for deepstone, now they have uncovered the resting place of the previously lost Oronith Silent Wraith, a giant built during the first demon invasion. 

At that, Wulf felt a glimmer of hope. There were still some good things that had come out of the attack.

Despite Kalee’s earlier comment that they’d already helped enough, neither of them flinched away from their duties when they stumbled upon a street that wasn’t getting as much attention as the rest. At lunch, the workers they helped awarded them with a free lunch and apple cider, which Wulf gladly accepted. 

In the afternoon, all repairs halted. They took calmly to the streets, where people were gathering for Dr. Langold’s and Dr. Azanthius’ appearances—and presumably, speeches. 

The roads filled up with people. Everyone packed in, crowding shoulder to shoulder along the main thoroughfare of Arotelk. It was wide enough to fit thirty people across, though the late autumn sun was low in the horizon, and the guild towers blocked out most of the incoming light. Some stores still had candles and lanterns lit. 

A hastily made podium stood at the end of the road, constructed with planks of scavenged wood and crates. Dr Langold and Azanthius, as well as a few other members of the faculty, stood upon it, holding voice amplification constructs. From Wulf's vantage, they were incredibly distant, but there were still plenty of people in front and behind. 

"We've gathered here to celebrate the survival of our city," Langold announced, "and to mourn the loss suffered in the attack. So far, we have recovered one thousand, two hundred and fifty-five bodies, but many more are still missing. But we now know that—" 

Langold cut himself off when a different professor, who Wulf didn't recognize, nudged him and whispered something. 

"—that, yes, thanks to the enormous efforts of the Academy, the city was saved from a horrific fate," Langold continued. "While we celebrate our heroes, the rest of the world mourns. There are still demons and fiends roaming the world as we speak, though our brave Crews are hunting them down and—" 

"What about Emerald Vanguard?" someone shouted from the crowd. 

"Vanguard was only one of many Oroniths who fought the demons," Dr. Azanthius provided, shouting from the back of the stage. 

"We all saw it!" someone else shouted. "Vanguard saved our city!" 

In a roundabout way, it was true. If Wulf, Kalee, Irmond, and Seith hadn't stolen an Oronith and alerted the Academy, then there would have been no one available to deal with the last fiend. 

The crowd erupted in a roar, chanting, "Vanguard! Vanguard! Vanguard! Vanguard! Vanguard!" 

Finally, Dr. Azanthius tapped his communication construct, and an artificial screech blasted over the crowd. "Yes, yes, thank you." He raised a hand. "We are very pleased to see your praise for the teachings of the Istalis Academy! Their efforts, especially of the wonderful staff who trained the crew, will not go unnoticed." 

Wulf snorted at the posturing. He didn't need them to praise him specifically, but their efforts to take credit for his crew’s actions, when the Academy was in some ways his biggest roadblock to success, made him smile with dull acceptance.

But he didn’t let it kill the mood. No one even knew what he looked like, and he simply blended into the crowd. 

Still, an eerie silence overtook the crowd. No one said anything, and there was no more chanting, but the air turned thick. 

“Academy pricks,” a woman muttered to Wulf’s left. “Gotta make it all about themselves. Always do.”

“If they spent less time on fancy bathhouses and new halls, they could build more Oroniths,” a different man grumbled. 

“Confederacy still subsidizes them, and for what? For them to put their statues all on display?”

Wulf looked down, well aware that he was wearing an academy coat. Kalee leaned over to him and whispered, “You need to get some more casual clothes.”

“If I’d known this would happen,” he whispered back, “I would’ve gotten Ján or Irmond to lend me a shirt.”

Then Dr. Langold proclaimed, “In celebration, the Academy has offered to foot the King and Stone tavern’s bill for the night! Drink, celebrate, and be merry!” It sounded more like a desperate plea than a call for celebration, but the murmuring stopped. “Today is not the day for worries, friends!” 

With that, he and the faculty members retreated off the stage, and a few hesitant cheers resumed. It grew louder and louder until eventually, the crowd was roaring once more. 

“That could’ve gone better,” Wulf whispered to Kalee. 

“Could’ve,” she agreed. “Want to find some lunch?”


~ ~ ~


When the sun dipped behind the spires of the towers, Wulf and Kalee navigated through the streets until they arrived at their chosen meeting place—a nondescript tavern at the edge of the city, the Ripplekeg. Inside, it was still busy, but not as busy as some of the central taverns would be. 

With a moderately sized interior, it held about a hundred patrons on the first floor. A few fiddlers played in the corner, but the din of the guests nearly overwhelmed them, and Wulf couldn’t even hear himself think. Stacks of barrels filled the corners, and tables ringed the edge, each with a healthy helping of guests around them. Workers darted to and fro, delivering plates of food and foaming mugs. 

When Wulf and Kalee stepped inside, a half-empty table in the corner beckoned—literally. Irmond and Seith already sat at it, waving their hands and motioning for Wulf and Kalee to step forward. 

They wove across the tavern, dodging patrons, until they arrived in the secluded corner. Away from the rest of the crowd, it was somewhat quieter. 

“Had a good day?” Wulf asked, pulling off his coat and hanging it over the back of his chair. To be a little more casual, he undid the top button of his academy tunic. 

Seith wore a casual short-sleeved shirt, suitable for the warm interior of the tavern, and Irmond wore the embroidered shirt he’d lent Wulf earlier in the semester. Kalee peeled off her coat, too, and hung it over the back of her chair. 

“Somebody should’ve told me to find tavern clothes,” Wulf muttered. 

“We thought it was imperative,” Seith said. 

“You look like…better, though,” Irmond said, looking directly at Wulf. 

“I’m glad. Kalee talked some sense into me on the way over.” He smiled her direction, and she smiled back. 

“Now, to get some business matters out of the way…” Kalee began, the smile fleeing her face. “This attack was just the first wave. There will be hundreds more.”

“Do you guys happen to know when the next one will be?” Irmond asked. “And like…where?”

“Yes to both,” Wulf answered. “In the spring, in a few months, the next wave will arrive. But it won’t be here—it’ll be farther south. There’s a big city to the southeast where a major attack is going to happen. They won’t be ready for it, either, even though they’ll have an Oronith posted.”

“We’ve decided that we want to help,” Kalee added. 

“Alright, alright, pause a second,” Seith insisted. “How? How do you know this? And…don’t get me wrong, you were right the first time, and we believe you, but…how?”

Wulf glanced at Kalee. “The Oracle told us multiple—”

Irmond held up his fingers. “We were curious. We went to the library to look it up, and sure enough, there’re like…no oracles in all of Carolaign or Threnia. Unless they were super new oracles, like I suggested to Seith. But it’s kinda weird that you told a different story to the professors. Did you actually see a Messenger?”

Wulf swallowed, then chewed his bottom lip. These guys were his team, and he needed them to trust him. But…did that mean he could tell them the truth? Would they believe him?

He wasn’t about to speak for Kalee, but he looked directly at her when he said, “You guys are going to think I’m insane. But…I’m from the future.”

            

    
        Chapter 51: Weapon Plans 

    
    
    
    
                Seith and Irmond stared at him for a few seconds, unmoving, unblinking. Finally, Irmond said, “Wait, but like…the future future? You’re not an oracle-alchemist-pilot in hiding, are you?”

“Just an alchemist-pilot,” Wulf said.

Seith glanced at Kalee. “You’re not at all confused by what he said? You don’t seem shocked at all.”

“I’m…also from the future,” Kalee replied at a whisper.

“What?” Irmond exclaimed. “Oh, on the Field, I don’t think I should believe you, but it’s the only thing that makes sense…”

“I swear, it’s true,” Wulf said. “I saw the end of the world. The demon wars continue for forty years. They build hives, they conquer us, they harvest our planet’s stones and metals and tear apart our moons, then, when the world finally implodes, they just…leave. Before the world ended, though, the Field of the future used its last power to send Kalee and I back through time. Into our younger bodies.”

“So you’re actually…like, sixty?” Irmond asked. 

“Yeah,” Wulf replied. “But, it’s weird. It feels like I mostly have the memories of the future, not the soul and mind of my future body. How much those memories make me…me, is still up in the air, but…”

“I knew you were weird,” Seith said. 

“This is what clued you in?” Irmond whispered back. “Not the whole insistence on alchemy stuff, or how quick he was advancing, or how much he seems to know, or just how good they both are at fighting?”

“Well, I didn’t want to make excuses for why I lost to him.”

“It’s still a lack of skill, don’t worry,” Irmond joked. “He’s just better than you.”

“Guys, you can’t tell anyone,” Wulf said, reigning the conversation back in. “I need a promise, alright? The Academy will probably think you’re insane, but it’ll be even worse if they believe you. I can’t imagine how insane they’d get about it. Probably lock me up in a cell or something.”

“Right,” Irmond said. “My lips are like…sealed. I haven’t gone around and told any of your secrets yet, have I?”

“Not that I know of,” Wulf answered. “But it doesn’t hurt to be wary.”

“Fair enough,” Seith said. “I won’t tell a soul, either.”

“Thank you,” Wulf said. 

“So…you had to have seen some things, yeah?” Irmond asked. “Both of you, I mean. Forty years of war…wow. Is that what we’re in for this time, too?”

“Hopefully not.” Wulf leaned back in his chair and crossed his arms. “But yes. I did see some ‘things’.”

“Did you guys know each other before you came back?” Seith asked. 

Kalee shook her head. “We hadn’t even seen each other.”

“How did you figure it out, then? I assume you two knew before tonight, right? Judging by your reactions, and how much time you were spending with each other.”

“We knew,” Wulf said. “For a few weeks, now. It was near the start of the semester. We found each other in the Artificers’ labs.”

They explained how they’d met, and how their unique classes worked, and how they’d devised their plan during their detention with Thalin, before finally giving Irmond and Seith a little time to process the new information. 

“So…the world, like, ends?” Irmond asked. “That’s what happens?”

“That’s what we’re trying to prevent,” Kalee added. 

"And right now, the most we can do is fight the demon hordes,” Wulf added. “We've gotta deal with what we can. At the same time, we’ll work on gaining enough strength to fight off the demons. We're gaining power, building a crew, and saving what we can. The demons don’t have to win this time." 

"That...certainly makes things more extreme," Seith said. 

"And above all," Wulf continued, "earning Marks is important. We can gain infinite power, in theory, with the help of Marks. Enough to fight off the demons. And the best way to gain Marks is by doing crazy, meaningful things that have a massive effect on the world around us. Especially if you want Grand Marks." 

"So...where do you plan on going?" Irmond asked. 

Wulf swallowed. It was like the newspaper earlier had been a bad omen. Softly, he said, "The city of Clegghold. It's a massive industrial center, and when the demons destroyed it, it was a massive blow to the Confederacy. The next attack will be in Thirdmonth of next year, so we have time to prepare. But the demons will also be stronger." 

"That's very reassuring," Seith said sarcastically. 

"It's not supposed to be. It's a call for us to do something. So do something we will. If we have to steal another Oronith, I'll gladly do it to save Clegghold." 

"As would I," Kalee provided. 

"I think we all would," said Irmond, looking straight at Seith. She nodded, bearing a confident expression.

"So then, until then, improve yourselves, get stronger, and become the people you need to be to help us save the world," Wulf said. "But for tonight, no more worrying about that." 

"We got business out of the way," Kalee replied in agreement. "So let's just enjoy ourselves."


~ ~ ~


On the way back to the Academy, Wulf snuck off the main path to harvest flesh and bone from the colossal fiend’s corpse. The muscle itself wasn’t useful, but the black fats held significant mana inside them, the chitinous shell would turn into an excellent powder for dangerous poison potions (if they reacted at all like an insect’s shell), and the bones? Well, he didn’t know what they’d do, but he could experiment. 

Afterward, the next week passed by much the same. Wulf attended classes, then completed his chores in the evenings—including his work with Ms. Wenarle. 

Finally, on the next Sixthday, Wulf had finished removing all the restrictions from the Alchemy books, and Ms. Wenarle agreed to let him take the book he wanted. Or, more accurately, had agreed that it was safe for him to sign out the book.

So, the next morning, on Seventhday, he visited the library early and hunted. Ms. Wenarle was just arriving, the guards were still opening the doors, and it was still dark out. Wulf didn’t have much time before he had to be back at the dorms—to meet Irmond for their morning run—but there was enough time to pick up a book. 

Ms. Wenarle led him up to the fifth level of the library, then over to a shelf along the back wall, labelled, Unique Crafting Disciplines. 

“The book with the most mentions of…what was it? Zerio?” Ms. Wenarle asked. 

“Xerion, I believe.” Wulf knew it for certain, but he was being polite. 

“With a Z or an X?”

“X.”

“Ah, right this way. My Mark is illuminating it for me.” She strode down the aisle, robe fluttering behind her. She must’ve had a Mark like Wulf’s plant identification ability, but for books. 

When they made it about halfway down the row, she plucked the book off the shelf and handed it to Wulf. It had a dark green cover, and a pristine spine that only had a single crease down the middle. The words Ancient Elven Weapon Crafting were printed on the cover, along with a golden imprint of curved swords. 

Wulf held the book. It was heavy, and a layer of dust caked its top. “Thank you, ma’am.”

“You’re welcome to sign this one out whenever you want,” said Ms. Wenarle. “According to my records, no one has looked at it for…oh, about seventeen years. Seventeen and a half. It’s an antique, but whoever wrote it put a preservation enchantment on it. As long as you don’t rip the pages, it will stay in near perfect condition.”

Except for a crease on the spine, apparently. Wulf didn’t mention it. “Thank you.”

“I’ve got it signed out in your name. Now you must get moving, before anyone notices a first year in the previously restricted section. I’ll check the book out for you. Give it a few generations of students, and no one will even notice the lack of restrictions, but for now, you should keep that book hidden.”

Wulf nodded, then, holding the book, ran down to the first floor and back out through the library’s front doors. He slowed to a brisk walk outside. The sky was starting to lighten, revealing an overcast sky. It threatened to snow, but nothing was falling yet. 

As he walked back to the dorms, he cracked open the book and read the foreword. 

In ancient times, elven nations had no blacksmiths. They didn’t need fire to forge weapons; they turned carved wood into metal via transmutation, a lost alchemical art that many have studied. However, without a Class that inherits transmutation Skills (which are extremely rare among the races of men), this art cannot be replicated. 

The basic principle is simple: carve the desired shape of your weapon, and transmute it enough times that it retains its shape and becomes the material you desire. With enough infusions of Chaos or Order, an elven crafter could turn a wooden sword into titanbone. But care must be taken: some stages of transmutation cannot hold their form, such as shinglesand, and all your progress will be undone if your weapon loses its form. To jump over such stages, one must gather enough units of Chaos or Order and apply them all at once (for more information, see section 31.A.). 

Wulf flipped through the book until he found the first mention of xerion. 

A material of legend, xerion is pure primal material, refined beyond a state of longing, and confined to a state where it only reacts with its surroundings if its master desires it to. Upon drawing the Chaos or Order out of its surroundings, it does not consume them to convert its form into a natural material, but rather, stores its universal essences for future uses. Elven crafters were known to use xerion lumps in weapon crafting, though the Hero of Fellsea notably wielded a hammer tipped with xerion during the second age (he was not an alchemist, however, he could control whether the xerion activated or not by bonding with his weapon).

Wulf snapped the book shut. “Alright…” he whispered. “I’m going to make a weapon out of xerion.”

There was no question in his mind about it. If he was going through all the effort to make a weapon, it better be something useful for crafting as well. 

And…to literally draw the chaos or order out of an enemy with just his weapon alone would make for devastating combat abilities. With or without an Oronith.

His mind ran at double speed, but he reigned it back and walked with twice the speed. He was going to have to figure out how to actually make xerion, next, but that was a problem for the future. For the rest of the Seventhday—after his morning run—he’d need to make potions. 

After all, tomorrow was his next tournament fight.

            

    
        Chapter 52: Rematch

    
    
    
    
                Wulf stood alone in the arena armoury, waiting for his next fight. Whoever his opponent was…well, they weren’t in the armoury with him at the moment. He pulled out a half-complete tincture of a cleaning potion that he hadn’t finished, but had refined to a high degree—to High-Copper before he even activated it. 

He found the same golem he’d used against Seith, which was in the back corner of the room. None of his earlier potion remained (it’d been a few weeks), but he’d come prepared. He pulled the stopper out of his half-finished tincture flask and poured the liquid over the golem, then activated it, creating a random potion. Then, he took control of it all and willed it to open. 

This time, using [Arm of the Alchemist] barely cost any mana.

Or, no, scratch that. It cost the same amount of mana, but it didn’t look like it was draining his nearly full storage core at all. Even if there were still a few minutes before the fight, he could afford to spend the mana getting his golem ready. 

He slipped into his golem, sliding his legs into the slots and pushing his arms into the sleeves, before closing up the helmet around his head and sealing the chest. Then, using the golem as an extension of his body, he walked over to the sheet of regular parchment pinned to the wall. 

It listed all the remaining competitors in the Low Bracket. 

Or, at least, it had. Most of the competitors in the Low Bracket had scratched their names out after Wulf’s fight with Seith. They knew they weren’t going to beat him. 

Judging by the list, Seith had been close to the top, but as punishment for leaving the Fletchers, she’d been kicked down to the bottom. But everyone had still known her as a top fighter. 

Until Wulf had come along and taken her out of the standing in a matter of seconds. 

He felt kinda bad for all the students who had to drop out of the tournament, but in truth, no one was making them. They still could’ve lost to him if they wanted to, though it’d probably have been embarrassing to them and their guilds. 

But no: tonight’s fight was against Harrel. Lord Harrel’s son, the same Harrel who Wulf had fought the first day upon returning. Now, having lost much of his standing, he was looking to make a name for himself in the guild again. Or at least, that was what Wulf figured. Looking for a rematch had to be the only reason he hadn’t dropped out of the bracket yet. 

And Wulf wanted nothing more than to get this fight over quickly. It might take a few more than three movements, but he’d do it fast, and then have more time to return to his dorm and spend the rest of his Firstday researching xerion. (Chef Kennet and the janitors had released him and Kalee from their duties for the night, because it was a tournament night. As Marsa explained, it was the least they could do to repay Wulf and Kalee for saving their hometown—Arotelk.)

Finally, an attendant leaned into the armoury and said, “Hrothen. You’re up.”

Wulf piloted his golem out into the center of the arena. All at once, the light constructs blinded him, and the cheers of the crowd made his ears ring. They had to be louder than last time. 

But his crew was also out there, watching. He’d have to make them proud. 

As he strode across the sand, Harrel and his golem walked in the other direction. He carried a heavy-looking mace in his hand. The attendants didn’t explain the rules to them again; they simply backed away to the edges of the arena and allowed Dr. Langold to do the introductions. 

“Good evening, everyone! I see we’ve drawn quite a crowd for this Firstday, despite the late autumn chill! Well, no matter. I’m sure you’re all eagerly awaiting a skirmish between two Pilots.

“On the north end of the arena, we have Harrel, son of Lord Harrel. That would be of the Fletchers Guild’s Istalis Plains branch. Notable for…” Dr. Langold cleared his throat, which echoed through the arena, and gave a telling pause, before continuing, “...for his loyalty to the family legacy.

“And on the south side, we have Wulf Hrothen, who…I have a note here saying that he has been dubbed the Hero of Arotelk.”

Wulf hung his head in embarrassment. At least he had a stone helmet covering his face, so no one would see him reddening. 

“One-time pilot of Emerald Vanguard, and,” Dr. Langold raised his voice over the crowd, “seemingly a fan favourite.” The voice amplification construct crackled and popped, pushed to its very limit. “The odds are greatly in his favour, but for tonight only—this is the final fight of the Low-Bracket, and the winner will move up to the Middle-Bracket, where competition is much more fierce.”

Wulf glanced up at the sheet of hanging enchanted parchment along the upper ridge of the arena. The odds were ten to three, in favour of him.

That probably meant bets had gone accordingly. He’d probably get a decent chunk of the winnings, but not as much as if the odds were against him. 

No matter, though. He didn’t need to buy anything right away. 

“Begin!” Dr. Langold called. 

Wulf, with no weapon, settled into a defensive fighting stance. Harrel hauled his mace up into a fighting position, swung it around a few times as if trying to get a feel for it, then slammed it into the sand. 

Wulf had to admit, he was curious what rank Harrel had gotten to, but with the golem sealed over Harrel’s chest, it was impossible to see the boy’s rank badge. 

Instead, Wulf willed the armour of his forearm to open up, revealing his own rank badge and parchment. He called on the Field to assess Harrel’s rank as the boy circled toward him. 


[Ascendant – High-Wood]


Oh. Not even Coal. 

Ah, well, Wulf thought. No one said this was going to be a fair fight, and ranking up during the tournament wasn’t against any rules. 

Wulf sealed the parchment over his arm again and looked up at Harrel. “How’s the head?” Wulf asked. 

“I’ll get you this time, dog,” Harrel snarled. “Last time, I was only Low-Wood, but I’ve gained two more tiers since then. And now, I have a weapon.”

Wulf wasn’t about to say that he’d already made it a tier higher. He simply said, “Good luck.”

“Insolence! Where’s the fear and respect for your betters?”

“You’re only better if you can prove it.”

With a shout, Harrel charged, holding his mace up high. It was oversized for a human, but perfect for a golem, and when he slammed it down at Wulf, it whistled through the air with a heavy screech. Its head had metal spikes jutting out of each side, and Wulf didn’t want to know what would happen if he got hit by that. Even a tier below, it’d do damage to his golem. 

He leaned back. Wind whistled past his chest, vibrating his armour panels, but doing no damage. 

Wulf dodged blow after blow, swipe after swipe, navigating back across the arena until he reached the very center. He needed Harrel angry. 

Before the fight, he’d brewed a strength potion for himself, and one harmless sight-enhancing potion for Seith, Kalee, and Irmond to drink during the fight. They’d listened to his instructions this time, and they’d drank their potions before the fight began. That, combined with Wulf’s other Marks and his own strength potion, made him a force of nature. 

Each step shook the sand and sent vibrations through the earth. Whenever he leaned back or to the side, he pushed his golem so hard and fast that the stone groaned and protested against him. 

At some point, he was going to need a better golem, too. 

As the fight dragged on, Harrel’s swings grew more and more desperate. “Stop running, dog! Fight me! Take a hit, if you’re not afraid!”

Exactly where Wulf needed him. 

The moment Harrel swung next, Wulf darted closer instead of moving farther away, closing the gap. Wulf punched Harrel once in the gut, hard enough to make Harrel gasp and lose focus, then deflected Harrel’s mace hand, pushing it on a sideways trajectory. 

The mace slammed into the sand, and Wulf set a stone-covered boot on top of it. When Harrel tried to pull his weapon up, Wulf resisted, holding his boot in place. The mace didn’t budge. In fact, Wulf probably pushed it deeper into the sand. 

“H—how? You’re a farmboy from Carolaign!” Harrel exclaimed. 

“Magic?”

With a growl, Harrel charged forward, throwing a sloppy punch at Wulf’s head. Wulf raised his other arm and deflected the blow, then struck Harrel in the chest with an open palm. As soon as the golem absorbed the impact, Wulf used [Chaotic Alteration]. 

Stone didn’t have much chaos, but there was a little bit of it, and it was a vital component of what gave stone and earth its identity. After all, magma and eruptions and earthquakes were still vital components of the earth. 

A sliver of chaos leaked out of Harrel’s golem’s chest armour. Wulf used the same hand, the one storing the chaos, and struck Harrel’s mace-holding wrist, flooding the boy’s stone gauntlet with the chaos he absorbed. The stone, with its form altered and changed to a half-step away from its next transmutation, grew brittle. Upon impact, with Wulf’s enhanced strength, it shattered. The bone beneath cracked, and Harrel shouted in pain. 

Before the boy could retreat or fall over, Wulf turned back to Harrel’s chest. The armour, where he’d drawn out a touch of chaos, had condensed a droplet of primal material. It beaded on Harrel’s golem’s chestpiece, slowly crystalizing and absorbing essences from elsewhere, weakening the armour. 

Wulf struck the same location once more, putting as much effort as he could into the blow. He pushed the primal material deeper as it crystalized, embedding it right into the center of the stone. 

Desperate to become more than just primal material, it drew chaos and order out of the surrounding stone. They cracked, then shattered, leaving Harrel’s chest bare and unarmoured. 

With the force of the impact, Harrel stumbled back, gasping and panting. “I yield!” he exclaimed. “I yield, I yield!”

            

    
        Chapter 53: Snailsalt 

    
    
    
    
                The mouse-girl TA met Wulf outside the locker room and handed him a small pouch of silver. “Your cut of tonight’s winnings,” she said. 

“Thanks.” Wulf tossed the pouch up and caught it a few times. It wasn’t as heavy as last time, and there were only a few gold pieces sparkling near the top, but money was money, and in the higher brackets, he’d earn more. 

After claiming his winnings, he cleaned off in the bathhouse, then returned to the dorms. Ján wasn’t back, and there was still plenty of time to practice alchemy. 

He needed to try forming xerion. 

The first problem was that he had no primal material available. Inside his storage pendant, he laid out a bunch of half finished potions that he’d started that morning. They all clung to his holding rack. Beside it, he placed down a chunk of wood, which he would use to store his extracted chaos. 

First, he completed the potions, simply drawing from his own well of free available mana. It barely made a dent in his storage core, now, even though all ten potions formed into Middle-Copper tier potions. He didn’t assess their functions because he wasn’t planning on keeping them, anyway. They were material for the next crafting step.

Once all the potions had finished changing colour, he drew the chaos out of them with [Chaotic Alteration]. One at a time, they condensed down into tiny crystals of primal material. Better yet, he transferred all the chaos into the wooden block, first transmuting it to spongewood, then compressed loam, then whitewood, then coal. The last phase took nearly all the remaining chaos from the potions. 

Finally, the brick of coal transmuted into a faint iridescent powder. Snailsalt, if he read the transmutation tables correctly. 

He sighed. That’d be the problem of trying to transmute an entire structure phase-by-phase. Eventually, he’d reach a material that couldn’t hold together, like snailsalt, and it’d just crumble to dust. If he wanted to get past it, he’d need to move more chaos into an object all at once, outright skipping over a transmutation phase. 

But if he tried to hold more than three units of chaos at once, his hand really started to hurt. Twinges of pain danced along the surface of his skin, prickles dove into his muscles, and it felt like his tendons were trying to rearrange themselves. 

As the old alchemy textbook explained in its transmutation section, an alchemist may seek to enhance his chaos or order resistance. Trying to absorb too much chaos from an object would transmute his own hand to something chaotic, trying to take too much order would turn it eventually to stone, then…beyond. 

Both would be bad. Both would destroy his hand. He liked his hand. 

The good news was that an alchemist could obtain Marks that enhanced his chaos or order resistance by completing feats related to transmutation. 

Wulf knew well enough that you couldn’t game the Field. You couldn’t force it to give you a Mark. The best way to get a Mark was by trying to do what you needed it for, by pushing yourself, and by simply showing the Field that you wanted it. 

So Wulf took a pinch of snailsalt. He held it up to the candle. Snailsalt was naturally poisonous, and he could still use [Chaotic Alteration] on it, and draw out all the chaos he’d put into it at once. Why? Experimentation. Making a little more primal material. It might sting, but if he went fast, he could move the chaos before it did any lasting damage. 

He just needed something to put the chaos back into…

“What if I put it back into the primal material?” he whispered. “In theory, it turns back to snailsalt…”

But only if he could control exactly how much chaos was absorbed. He snatched up an ingot of steelglass and scooped the snailsalt onto it, so the primal material wouldn’t react with anything. Steelglass was largely inert. 

Then, he used [Chaotic Alteration] once more, but this time, targeted the snailsalt. He drew out a burst of chaos. For a moment, the remains of the salt tried to form into a small glob of primal material, but Wulf quickly launched the chaos back into it halfway through its crystallization process. It formed up into a single enormous crystal of snailsalt—an iridescent cube with six perfectly flat sides. 

Wulf hissed and shook out his hand, cursing himself for even thinking of that, then turned it over. That was too much. Already, a couple bruises were forming, and there were cuts where his skin and flesh had tried to separate. 

“Damn it!” he spat through clenched teeth. But it had worked. 

He grabbed the old bandage that he’d wrapped around his neck when he’d implanted his dream socket, found a clean segment, then wrapped it around the palm of his hand to protect the cuts. 

Immediately, his bracer and enchanted paper flared to life. The sheet read: 


[Mark unlocked: Don’t Touch That.]


Wulf chuckled, then concentrated on the description and read it. 


[Don’t Touch That] You touched a very chaotic object, and perhaps even pure chaotic essence. You held too much of it for your body to handle and, in your idiocy, nearly injured yourself permanently. Your resistance to poisons and chaotic energies has increased. But don’t get the wrong idea: you should not do that again.


Wulf shook his arm out awkwardly and looked up. He’d never gotten a Mark that was basically an insult before. 

“You can almost guarantee that I’d do it again,” he muttered.

But he was curious. His resistance to chaos had increased, so in theory, if he did the exact same thing again…

He held out his hand, targeting the perfect cube of snailsalt, and triggered [Chaotic Alteration]. He drew out all the chaos, then held it for a few seconds. There was a tingle in the palm of his hand, but it wasn’t nearly as bad as it had been before. It still looked chaotic, what with the air turning into a shattered mirror where the chaos swirled, but his hand was unharmed. 

As the primal material began to form into a crystal, Wulf flooded it back into the cube and turned it back into snailsalt—again, a single cohesive and massive crystal. 

If nothing else, it’d make an excellent poisonous potion. 

But he reeling his mind in and assessed the damage. The chaos hadn’t done anything but make his hand tingle. 

“Sorry, Field, but I think you just convinced me to do that more,” he whispered. “Also, thank you.”

With that out of the way, he turned back to his ten vials. The primal material within had completely condensed and crystalized. He shook it all into one vial, filling it about a quarter inch with the tiny material. 

Not enough to make a weapon out of, but then again, a weapon of primal material was pretty useless. His dart had only worked once. No, he needed a weapon made out of xerion. 

He held the vial up, then flipped through his second textbook some more, hunting for more mentions of xerion. There was a chapter about halfway through dedicated entirely to the formation and use of xerion. Mainly, the elves considered it as a tool in crafting, which allowed them to transmute substances easier, and a rite of passage for all crafters was to develop your own xerion lump. 

To do so, an elven crafter would draw out the chaos and order of an object, turning it to primal material, then feed the material back some essences. 

In the process of returning chaos or order to the primal material, the textbook explained, one may find something that seems much like primal material, but is in fact, non-absorbent. At first, it does not bend to your will. It does not accept the chaos or order in return; it simply waits. However, it will not interact with the surrounding world, either. This is unclaimed xerion.

The crafter will, over time, bend the xerion to their will. Repeated attempts to fill the xerion with essences will attune it to the craft’s will, and better yet, attune the crafter to the will of the universe. The xerion is outside the realm of the Field, ungoverned by anything but the basic laws of the universe, and the crafter must sense the ebb and flow of the vast cosmos and Ways beneath. 

Wulf scrunched his eyebrows, then looked back at his cube of snailsalt. It was simply a cube, nothing more. None of it had converted to xerion. 

But, then again, he hadn’t exactly let all of the primal material even condense into a small crystal. He hadn’t really let the primal material sort itself out. He turned back to his vials. There, he had plenty of primal material. 

With the nine remaining vials, he quickly brewed a random potion to fill them all, drawing on his garden and not bothering with tinctures. They were only High-Coal, but he just needed the chaos from them. 

With [Chaotic Alteration], he pulled the chaos out and held it in his hand. It barely even tingled, and he didn’t register its presence. Then, he plucked out his vial of primal material and tapped it out onto the steelglass ingot. Chaos in-hand, he forced it right back into the pile of void-like crystals. 

They condensed into faefur, a material of pure chaos, but weak. It was white, like really fluffy snow, with long strings and spires, and when he tried to touch it, it leaned away from his fingers. 

Probably useful in a potion, but he’d have to read up on that a little more. He was more interested in the xerion. 

There was a faint fleck of dust, about the size of a grain of salt, left behind near the edge of the ingot. It hadn’t responded at all to his chaos. When he looked closer, it wasn’t like the other primal material. Instead of a speckled indigo void, the xerion was deep black, with hints of red and crimson along the outer edges. 

He didn’t need to bend it to his will right away, though. Not when there was only a grain of it. 

It would take him a long time, but he’d eventually have enough to make a weapon out of. 

He reached out and hesitantly touched the xerion with his finger. It felt completely normal, like a grain of salt would. For safekeeping, he placed it in a vial and stoppered it, then labelled the vial. 

Leaning back, he was about to rest, but his bracer tingled, and the paper shuddered. Words leapt across it: 


[By transmuting a substance of significance, you have increased your mana. Advancement progress: 101%]

[You have increased your Tier to Middle-Coal.]

[Please select a new Skill.]

            

    
        Chapter 54: Deadline

    
    
    
    
                Wulf stared at his bracer for a few seconds, waiting for the options to scroll down across the sheet. But there was no need to select his new ability while inside the storage pendant. He stood up and walked across the bed of clouds, then stepped out into his room—only to find Ján staring at him. 

Ján held the dorm’s door open, and watched Wulf step out of the void pendant with his mouth wide. “Woah. You…you have a storage pendant? Wait, you’re an Artificer too? Or…wait, is that potion-making material? Are those potion-making ingredients? Are you an…” He dropped his voice to a whisper. “Are you an alchemist?”

Wulf held his finger up, then ran over and shut the door. Once it was closed, he said, “Would you make a Field pact not to tell anyone?”

“Uh…roommate?” Ján tilted his head. “Look, man. You’re nice and all. You’re cool. But if you’re doing something wrong, I can’t keep crimes and stuff secret for you.”

“I’m not doing anything illegal,” Wulf said. 

At least, as far as he knew. He wasn’t exactly sure what the laws were around alchemy, and the fundamental essences of the world—or tampering with them. There were probably laws, but none of that would matter in the coming years. Anything in service of the continued survival of humanity would be a priority, laws and arcane ethics be damned. 

“A—alright. I swear on the Field that I won’t tell anyone what you’re about to tell me.” Ján held his hand out, fingers wide. 

Wulf clasped his wrist and sealed the Field pact. Energy coursed between their limbs, and the Field tingled, confirming the pact. 

“I am an Alchemist,” Wulf said. “But…it’s a unique Class. With my abilities, I can still pilot golems.”

“Woah. That’s pretty cool, roommate. How does it work?”

“It’s hard to explain, but you can’t tell anyone, because—”

“Because the only crafters at the academy are Artificers, right. You wouldn’t fit in to your faculty.”

“Exactly. They’d kick me out on principle, even if I can do everything else a Pilot can do.”

Ján shook his head, then turned around. “I mean, it’s just hard to take it, that’s all. I promise I won’t tell anyone…hey, is your bracer telling you you have an advancement—you made it to Middle-Coal already? What the hell?”

Wulf winced. “Yeah…I do need to deal with it.”

“Can I help?”

“Uh…sure?” Then, Wulf pulled his arm closer and read the options aloud: 


[Unshakable] Your resistance to chaos increases for every person in your vicinity under the effect of your potions.

[Shardmonger] Any broken glass with potion on it is under your control. Uses mana for each shard under your control.

[Deadline] You can immediately detonate any poisonous effects on an enemy, doubling the effect strength for every hour the effect has remaining and triggering it in an instant.


Alternate: You may choose to upgrade one of your previous Skills.


Wulf read off all the Skill options to Ján. 

“Woah. Those are so weird,” Ján said. “I guess it’s a unique class, but I’ve never heard of even half of those. As a mage, all my Skills are pretty standard.” He snapped his fingers and triggered a spell Skill with a whisper, and a candle-sized flame sprang up on his fingertips. “Probably going to end up with a flame aspect at this rate.”

“You’re still just a Middle-Wood,” Wulf reminded him. “Don’t fret about it.”

“Yeah, anyway, we’re here to decide your skills, right?” Ján dropped down on his bed with a thud and stretched. “[Shardmonger] sounds cool.”

“It did at first,” Wulf said. “But I started to realize that it was too far away from my other abilities. It gave me that as an option before, and I declined it.”

“[Deadline], then?”

“That was what I was thinking, too. I need more active abilities, and I’m already really good at making poisons.” He scratched his chin. That was due to [By Your Will], but the likelihood of producing a harmful potion decreased as his ingredients became stronger. So if he tried to make an only poison-based build, then it’d hurt his abilities later on. 

But…[Unshakable] was a passive, and it was much like [Bastion], only that it wouldn’t really be important in combat, and he wasn’t planning on crafting potions and transmuting materials while sitting around in a massive hall with everyone else watching—and being under the effect of his potions. 

Besides, he could control the outcome of a potion, now, which meant he could purposely create poisonous potions. In particular, he eyed his cube of snailsalt, which still sat beyond the opening of his storage pendant. 

“I think you should take [Deadline], at least,” Ján said. “It seems like the best. Unless you just want to upgrade your Skills.”

Wulf shook his head. “You don’t want to do that, unless you’ve got a really bad selection or something that would hurt your growth later on.”

“Why? Aren’t you going to get a lot more skills later on? One for each third of a tier?”

Wulf shook his head. “You only gain new abilities per tier up until Copper. At that point, your ‘base’ has been set in stone, and increasing your tier only rarely gains you a new skill if you’ve really worked for it. Otherwise, it just gives you Skill upgrades. You’ve gotta use Marks to continue altering yourself.”

“Huh,” Ján said. “Did they mention that in Basics of Field-Based Advancement?”

“Yeah. But you probably weren’t paying attention,” Wulf said. They hadn’t actually—he just knew that from his past life—but he couldn’t tell Ján that too. 

“I guess not.” Ján shook his head. “Well, congratulations, alche—alc—al…huh. Neat. I can’t even say that word anymore?”

“You can’t say anything that would reveal me as an Alchemist knowingly.”

“Ah. Field pact business.”

“Yeah. Now…” Wulf sealed up his storage pendant and hung it around his neck. “I think I’m gonna call it for the night. Goodnight, roommate,” he said with a grin, “and don’t stay up too late, alright?”

“You got it.”


~ ~ ~


Wulf had about another week and a half of chores before Ninthmonth rolled around and he was released from his duties with the janitors. Only a few days later, when the first real snowfall was beginning, he and Kalee finished up fixing the border grove with Chef Kennet. 

They packed a mound of mud along the old line where the grove would’ve run, cutting across the Oronith footprint, and buried a few poplar saplings in the ground along the line of the ridge, which they had saved for this occasion. 

Despite the season, the saplings still had green leaves. Kennet threw a temporary blanket over them to shield them from the elements, then fed them mana with a Skill to accelerate their growth, but it’d still be a month before they rivalled the other trees. 

In that time, Kennet would use his gardening Skills—which seemed to be part of his chef Class—to keep the trees alive, despite the winter conditions. When summer rolled around, they would set the trees loose, and the regular cycle would take over. 

“Was there something about…runic formations?” Wulf asked Kennet on their last day. “Did we have to make carvings in their trunks?”

“I’ll have the faculty Artificers do that, no shame to you,” Kennet said. “And the trees have to grow a little older before we begin embedding runes in their trunks. Can’t carve much on these twigs yet.” He shook his head. “By my accounting, you’ve more than paid for your minor transgressions, and you’re free to go.”

Wulf and Kalee both nodded thankfully. As the season latened, it was getting much darker sooner, and sunset wasn’t a reliable way to track time. 

“Just be careful around these parts at night,” Kennet provided. “With the barrier as weak as it is here, I’m sure you might get some wild orc-bison wandering where they shouldn’t be as they migrate south.”

“Got it,” Wulf said thankfully. Come to think of it, though, he hadn’t really seen an orc-bison in his last life. 

As they were walking back, Wulf turned to Kalee and said, “Do you think we should tell Dr. Langold that we suspect another attack? Do you think he’d listen to us now?”

“I think if we tell him that, he’ll increase security at the Oronith docks, and he’ll make it infinitely harder for us to steal one when the time comes,” Kalee replied. 

“See, I was worried about that, too,” Wulf said. “But then I figured he’d probably already increased security, and it wouldn’t make much difference if we were going to steal one.”

She tilted her head and wound her tail up to scratch her chin with its tip. “I suppose…”

“C’mon,” he said. “Dr. Langold will still be in his office for a few more minutes if we hurry. He’ll probably be more open to hearing our case now that we’ve served out our chores.”

“Alright, but if he expels us, it’s on you.”

“We’ll be fine.”

They sprinted across the campus until they reached the central butte and climbed up to Langold’s office, then knocked on the door. 

“Come in,” he said calmly. 

Wulf and Kalee both stepped inside and approached the desk at the center. 

“Ah, you two,” Langold said. “What is it this time? You don’t need any signatures or anything to prove that you’ve completed your chores. I’ve gotten the reports from Kennet and Marsa, and you two did phenomenally.”

“Sorry, sir,” Wulf said. “But we know where the next demon attack is going to be.”

“And when,” Kalee added. 

Langold sighed, then leaned forward and rubbed his forehead. “By the Field, you two cannot stop causing me headaches, can you?”

Wulf glanced at Kalee, and they both shrugged. Wulf said, “No?”

“Alright, then. Out with it—and preferably before Dr. Azanthius returns for the night. He’ll be leaving for the Centralis Academy soon, and he has plenty of papers he needs me to sign.” Langold leaned forward. “When and where?”

            

    
        Chapter 55: Interrogation 

    
    
    
    
                “Clegghold,” Wulf said to Dr. Langold. “At least, that’s where the nearest demon sphere will fall.”

“And on the second Fourthday of Thirdmonth,” Kalee added. “Next year.”

He hadn’t remembered the exact date. It hadn’t exactly stuck in his mind, not like the first demon attack, but he was glad she remembered. Besides, it was kinda hard to remember dates at the best of times.

Dr. Langold sighed. “I’m sorry, you two. That’s far away. About a months’ journey, even in an Oronith, and I don’t think either of you have enough mana to power it for that long.”

“You’d be surprised with Wulf,” Kalee said softly. 

“Hm?” Langold tilted his head. “You are still both only Middle-Coals. Piloting an Oronith was incredibly impressive, but none of that inherently expands your mana supply. And neither of you have a storage core yet.”

Wulf was about to correct Langold, but he kept his mouth shut. They were probably already arousing quite a few suspicions, and he didn’t need to make it worse. 

“How’d you learn, then? Same method? Messengers?”

Wulf and Kalee both nodded, and Kalee provided. “They came tonight, which is why we ran to you.”

Langold shook his head. “It still sounds preposterous, though I understand that both of you have now obtained a Grand Mark. So that would be…thrice that you’ve been visited by a Messenger?”

They nodded again quickly.

Langold rubbed the bridge of his nose. “I believe you on the location and time. I have to. You two were right the first time. So, as a token of my goodwill, I will send a letter over to Clegghold warning them of the attack, and I will have them keep their Oroniths on high alert for the entire week.”

Wulf pursed his lips. That wasn’t really going to work. Clegghold might have had their own arm of five Oroniths to protect them, but it hadn’t helped last time—and Langold’s words were mostly empty air. The Oroniths would already be on high alert.

“By your silence,” Langold continued, “I take it that’s not good enough.”

“It’s going to be a bigger attack,” Wulf said. “There are going to be more colossal fiends, and they’ll be stronger.”

“The Field told you this?”

“Yes.”

“Both of you?”

“Yes.”

Langold tapped his fingers on the desk. “I don’t know what more I can do. The academy is of critical importance to defend, and we have already spread out defensive forces thin. We’ve sent away fifteen Oroniths with cobbled-together fourth year crews, trying to help out wherever we can, and only five remain to protect the academy.”

“The demons won’t be attacking here, sir,” Wulf said.

“Can you be certain of that?”

“Yes. The Messenger told us.”

Langold scratched the back of his head. “It’s too big of a risk. I can’t do it, for the sake of all our jobs, and the reputation of the academy.” He hung his head. “I’m sorry, my boy, but if the defenses at Clegghold do not, in fact, hold, then it would simply be within the realm of acceptable mistakes. But if we dispatch Oroniths and leave the Academy unguarded? It would be all of our jobs on the line.”

Wulf narrowed his eyes. “Why? We were right once. About nearly everything!”

Shaking his head, Langold leaned back. “I wasn’t done. There might just happen to be unscheduled maintenance on the Oronith docks on, say, the first week of next year’s Secondmonth. Someone might end up reporting cracks in the dock foundations, and thus, the entire upper platform would have to be cleared—including no guards.”

Wulf grinned. 

“If a student were to sneak in and steal an Oronith during the maintenance,” Langold continued, “no one would be able to stop them in a timely fashion. And, if they got too far away before we could scramble a crew, pursuit would cause the same defense problems for us. We’d have to stay put. I can’t guarantee how far said students would get, but given that they have a few months before then, I’d say they have plenty of time to expand their mana wells, so their escape could go farther.”

“Thank you, sir.”

“Don’t mention it,” Langold said. “Truly, do not mention it. If you do, I will have no choice but to expel you for spreading lies about the faculty. Work hard, expand your storage, and we will see what we can do for you.”


~ ~ ~


That night, when Wulf returned to the dorms, he didn’t know how to feel. It was late, he’d accomplished a lot, but the academy system still made him angry. 

But still, he supposed he shouldn’t blame them too much for it. At least, not Dr. Langold. He was just another bureaucrat with no real say in the matter, doing what he could, and having to believe some ridiculous story. And, at the end of it all, Langold had still managed to do the best he could. 

Wulf reached for the dorm room, key in hand, but the moment he put any weight on the door, it swung open. Someone had busted open the lock, and the frame was cracked slightly. Wulf tucked his key away and reached for his haversack, where he could unveil a potion and either use it immediately, or splash it and control it with [Arm of the Alchemist]. 

He had a splatter potion, which he’d made with snailsalt. It caused extreme dehydration, slowness, and blindness all at once, but it built up over time. Beside it was a strength potion and a speed potion. 

“Anyone in there?” Wulf asked, then pushed the door open. The candles were dim, the window was closed. It was empty. 

He ran over to the desk, then retrieved his two storage pendants from the windowsill. They hadn’t been touched. No one had even noticed them. His textbooks, which he’d been keeping under the mattress, were unharmed. 

But, despite how late it was, Ján was nowhere to be seen. 

Wulf cautiously approached Ján’s side of the room. The bedsheets were a mess, which wasn’t normal, and there was a scuff on the ground—from the sole of a boot. There had been a struggle here. 

“Ján?” Wulf called, just in case. 

There was no answer. Only an echo.

“Damn the Field,” Wulf cursed. Then, he breathed, “What happened?

Still no reply. He checked the schedule pinned to Ján’s wall, just to make sure Ján didn’t have an evening lab that ran late into the evening. There was nothing, and Ján should have been back by now. 

A pit formed in Wulf’s stomach.

But, just below the schedule, there was a hand-drawn campus map. That’d been there for a while. The pin, however, stuck haphazardly into the bottom of the page, near the border grove, hadn’t been there for long. And there was absolutely no reason for a pin to be there…except as a warning, or a call for help. 

It was right at the south of the campus, where the opening in the grove wall was. Where it was weak. 

Whatever was happening, Ján was in danger. If he was anywhere, it’d be where his pin was. Wulf ripped his speed potion out of his haversack and drank it in two glugs. The tiredness fled from his mind, and his body sprang to action. He was ready to do something. 

He had to help. By the time anyone else noticed, it’d be too late. No matter what was going on. 

He sprinted back out the dorm room door, leaving it wide open, then ran through the building. He pushed past a crowd of students staggering in. He considered getting them to call for help, but he didn’t have the time, and with the help of the speed potion, he was moving as fast as he could. He passed them in a blink. 

With his potion, he was moving about twice as fast as he normally could. He blasted through the hallways, leaving a flutter of wind in his wake. Party recruitment posters and other advertisements fluttered. 

When he reached the doors, he sprinted out, then crossed the plains, heading south. He disregarded any paths or trails, and instead, sprinting through the snow-covered grass, making straight for the hole in the grove wall. The inch-high dusting of snow rose up in a wake behind him. 

The grove wall drew closer, and still, there was no sign of Ján. Wulf sprinted side-to-side along the row of trees, but there was nothing. 

Whatever happened, Ján was probably outside the grove, and outside the protection of the Academy’s barriers. 

Wulf hopped over the row of saplings, then charged out into the hilly fields beyond. In the distance, a crack shot through the night. It had the faint clink beneath it, like someone had just snapped a windchime in half. It wasn’t loud enough to alert the rest of the academy, but it was still pretty loud. 

Was that a spell Skill activating? It didn’t sound like a fire Skill, but Wulf couldn’t place exactly what it was. 

He turned in the general direction and crossed over a set of hills, then stopped. The ground was vibrating. Ahead was a ravine in the plains, with a half-frozen river at the bottom. 

Three figures stood at the edge, blanketed in pale moonlight. All students. Wulf dropped to his stomach so they wouldn’t see him. 

“You didn’t say there’d be orc-bison out tonight!” a voice called. “We were just supposed to hold him over the edge of the cliff until he talked!” 

Wulf narrowed his eyes. The boy who’d shouted that was holding another boy by the collar of his uniform, teetering him over the edge of the cliff. 

“I’m not talking!” the boy hanging over the cliff shouted. It was Ján’s voice, but Wulf couldn’t make out too many details. “I won’t—I can’t—say anything.”

“Well, looks like the orc-bison are migrating south,” came a third voice. He stood back from the edge, arms crossed over his stomach. That was Umoch’s voice… “Better make this quick, then. I didn’t know they were moving today either, but I won’t say no.”

“Umoch, sir!” the first boy—presumably a fletcher—pleaded. “They’re crowding the valley floor down there, and soon, some will make it up! Any minute, they’ll run us off. We…we aren’t actually going to kill him, are we?”

“Wasn’t planning on it, but…it’d be a shame if he didn’t tell us what we wanted to know. We might just have to.” Umoch marched closer to the edge and leaned over, half-facing Ján. “What is he? He beat Harrel with ease, and now he’s a Middle-Coal. You have to tell us! You have to know—you’re his roommate.”

“I…can’t!” Ján shouted. “Just put me down, dammit! You’re insane!”

“Oh, I do a good job of hiding it, don’t I?” Umoch sneered. “You think I’ll hesitate? I’ve seen Dad do worse things to seal a deal, and if this is what it takes to follow in his footsteps, then so be it. Tell me what you know!”

            

    
        Chapter 56: Widowlob

    
    
    
    
                Wulf pushed himself halfway up. The snow squished beneath his hands, and his heart pounded. Umoch and his friends were…interrogating Ján? They wanted to know more about what Wulf was?

“I can’t tell you anything!” Ján shouted. “I actually can’t!”

Wulf had made the Field pact. Of course Ján couldn’t. 

Wulf pressed his eyes shut for a second, then grimaced.

“You know! How could you not know?” Umoch yelled. “You’re his roommate? Nothing suspicious? Hold—hold him out farther!” 

Umoch’s Fletcher underling leaned out more, shifting his balance and hanging Ján farther out over the ravine. Ján’s feet scrambled against the snowy ledge, and he gripped the Fletcher’s hand tight. It wouldn't save him. 

“Sir!” the Fletcher underling shouted. “I don’t think he’s going to talk. You can’t be serious…”

“Do I look like I’m joking?” Umoch snapped. “My father doesn’t joke around when he forces a deal! If I can’t follow in his footsteps, what am I? No, we kill him if we have to!”

The ground was vibrating, and it wasn’t just an illusion of Wulf’s heart pounding. Wulf narrowed his eyes, then hopped up to his feet and rose up to his tip-toes. He could barely see the bottom of the ravine, and only in glimpses, but swathes of brown surged through the canyon below, barely visible in the moonlight. 

A few of their eyes glinted sickly yellow, and their matted fur outlined the general shape of a bison. Where it was missing in patches, there was nothing but wrinkled green flesh. Horns jutted out from the top of their heads, much larger than a regular bison’s, and a mane of black hair ran down their spines. 

Orc-bison. A monster. 

Already, with the ravine packed, the bison were starting to push up along the ravine walls. A few took ledges, climbing higher and higher, until they could jump out onto the open fields.

This wasn’t just a migration. This was a frenzied flight. They were running from something.

Wulf couldn’t just sit around any longer. He had to get Ján out of this. 

He sprinted down the hill, his speed potion still active. It’d last for a few more minutes. 

As he drew closer, he threw the empty glass vial from his speed potion—an unimportant vial from their weekly mana-water supply—at Umoch. It pelted him in the back of the head, but harm him. “Put him back, Umoch!” Wulf shouted. “I swear, if you hurt him, I’ll—”

“Don’t move,” Umoch ordered the other Fletcher boy. “You’ll what, Hrothen? You’ll get yourself expelled by attacking me? No, no, I think you’ll tell me exactly what you are. How are you able to advance so quickly? How does a nobody like you find the resources to make it to Middle-Coal in his first year?”

Wulf glanced at Umoch’s badge. A High-Coal badge. He was losing his lead on Wulf, and he had to be getting desperate about it. He knew Wulf could overtake him. 

“Uh…sir?” the Fletcher boy said, his voice trembling.

“Not now,” Umoch snapped.

“No…you need to look!” With his free hand, he pointed to the left, where a dark shape was rising up out of the ravine.

It was an enormous spider. The height of two horses, and wide enough to span the entire ravine with its legs. Eight red eyes glowed on its head, and its fangs glistened with sizzling purple venom. Hair and cobwebs clung to its legs like some crude imitation of clothes, and with it came a sour milk-like stench. 

Wulf was ashamed, but his first thought was, What kind of potions can I make out of that?

“Oh, by the Field…” Umoch whispered. “Drop him! Go, go!”

Umoch’s friend released Ján’s collar, and Wulf watched in horror as Ján scrambled, trying to cling onto the boy’s hand. The Fletcher ripped his arm away, and Ján tumbled backward, falling through the empty air. 

Lunging forward, Wulf reached out with his hand, but he wasn’t fast enough. His fingers brushed against his roommate’s but he couldn’t get a grip. Using [Arm of the Alchemist], he controlled his strength potion. He ripped it out of his flask and haversack, then shot it out in a stream toward Ján. There wasn’t enough to catch the boy, not with a bed beneath him, but Wulf wrapped a tendril around Ján’s wrist and pulled, slowing his descent. 

But halfway down, the tendril snapped. A potion was still a potion, no matter how much mana was in it, and Ján fell. The potion tendril collapsed into a splatter of red droplets. Ján’s arms wheeled, he shouted, and he hit the ground hard on his back, before a stampede of brown bison stormed over him. 

But between the thundering orc-bison, Wulf caught a glimpse of Ján curling up and covering his head. 

There was a chance he was still alive. A small chance, but still…

“Get back here!” Wulf shouted to Umoch and the Fletcher boy. “He’s still alive! Help me help him!”

But they were already running away. They’d sprinted across the fields and were halfway back to the border grove by now. 

Wulf was alone against the spider. 

He held out his arm and assessed the spider. Words scrawled across his bracer:


[Mutated Widowlob – High-Copper]


Not good. Wulf’s stomach plummeted. No wonder the orc-bison were running. 

He clenched his fist, using [Arm of the Alchemist] to pull his potion droplets back to him. He just had to hope widowlobs weren’t immune to poison. 

And the mutation? Monsters, like a widowlob, only mutated in the presence of demon blood. It infected the earth, twisted their prey, and infused them with darkness. Chances were, it was early on in the mutation phase—its flesh wasn’t bubbling and boiling yet, like other mutated monsters would given time. 

The widowlob turned straight toward him. Its eyes locked on, flared bright, and it let out a high-pitched howl. With a thrust of its legs, it launched itself onto the flat plains beside the ravine, then skittered along toward him. With each step, its legs clicked on the ice and snow. 

Wulf swept his arm to the side, guiding the remaining strength potion and striking it in the face. The impact made it stumble to the side, but he infused his potion with as much mana as he could, then hardened it. He made a fist, and the potion firmed up. When he thrust his arm forward, it snapped forward as well, striking the enormous spider between the eyes and making it stumble backward. 

That hit harder than either of them were expecting. At least, judging by the widowlob’s shriek, that was. 

Wulf called his strength potion back and fed it into the vial, then released it from [Arm of the Alchemist].

While the widowlob reeled, Wulf pulled out his splatter potion and removed the broad cork stopper from the top, then held it out. He shouted and spread his arms, trying to make himself look as large as he could. 

Monsters were predators. They may have had a penchant for human flesh, but they only fed on humans like a wolf fed on sheep. They would prioritize their own safety, and if they deemed a target too dangerous, they’d run. 

The widowlob’s eyes flickered and glistened. It took a neutral stance, then bent toward him once more. 

Its hunger outweighed its fear, then. 

Snarling, it bounded toward him. He splashed half his snailsalt potion at the spider’s head, then dove away. The spider scampered past him, creating a wake of snow as it tried to halt. 

Half the potion had landed on its face. It howled once more, and steam rose from its face, but it wasn’t terribly corrosive. Certainly not enough to kill the spider. However, the potion effect registered, because Wulf felt an immediate boost in strength and speed. 

The spider, though, shook its body and shuddered, then turned back toward Wulf with nearly the same speed as before. 

His potion had said it was slow-acting, but he hadn’t realized it would be this slow. It wasn’t doing anything to the spider. 

He’d need his new Skill, then. To maximize its effect. 

The widowlob, now more confused than angry, turned back toward him. In its mind, he’d just splashed it with a mildly irritating drink. 

He charged toward it, still holding his flask out, then splashed the rest of it on the spider’s body. The beast still shifted away, but it didn’t matter. Most of the potion hit its abdomen and leaked through the carapace. 

The spider bit down toward him, baring its fangs. A drop of purple venom dripped onto Wulf’s arm—the widowlob wasn’t even trying to bind him up in a web. It just wanted him dead, and dead now. 

He struck it in the side of the head with his now empty flask—the steelglass flask, which he’d painstakingly crafted. 

It didn’t break on impact. In fact, the force sent the widowlob reeling to the side. It shrieked, now furious. But Wulf still hadn’t broken its carapace, and it turned back toward him, now desperate to turn him into a meal. It charged. 

To buy himself time, he drew out his strength potion, turning it into a whip, then slapped the widowlob beneath the chin. The potion splattered everywhere, and he lost control of it, but it bought him just enough time. As potion droplets rained around him, he triggered [Deadline], focussing on the spider and all its potion effects. 

Immediately, the spider ground to a halt, like time had been slowed for it—and only it. It barely moved. 

And then, as Wulf watched, as its fang slowly drifted toward his head, the beast’s body shrivelled up. Its carapace imploded, its legs pulled inward, and it fell—gravity was unaffected by his slowness potion. 

Completely dehydrated, the widowlob stopped moving entirely. Its eyes dimmed, and it died on the spot. 

Wulf backed away, panting, and picked up his flask. But it wasn’t over yet. The stampede of orc-bison had passed, and now Ján lay at the bottom of the ravine, unmoving, curled up in a defensive position. 

Without a second of hesitation, Wulf jumped down into the ravine. 

            

    
        Chapter 57: Vigil

    
    
    
    
                Wulf ran to Ján’s side and knelt beside him. He pushed Ján onto his back, and looked for breathing. The boy’s chest didn’t move. He reached for Ján’s neck and felt for a pulse. Nothing. 

Wulf shut his eyes and leaned back, then fell onto his hands. There were [Healers], and sometimes, they knew how to shock the newly-dead back to life with a Skill…but Wulf wasn’t a healer. He could try to move Ján, but no way was he getting the body out of the canyon like this, and not in time to get help. 

He stayed completely silent and stared forward blankly. His fingers went numb, then his head, and though he wasn’t dressed for the late night chill, he didn’t move. 

After a few minutes, maybe hours, someone appeared behind him and set a hand down on his shoulder. 

“Hrothen, are you alright?” It was Dr. Langold’s voice. Footsteps sounded, snow crunched, and others ran around. A professor placed a hand on Ján’s chest, then felt for a pulse, and reached the same conclusion: Ján was dead. 

Wulf blinked for what felt like the first time in hours, and a furnace blazed in his chest. “It was Umoch—”

“I know,” Langold said. “His friend came clean and warned us.”

“Where is he?” Wulf pushed up to his feet. An old, righteous rage blazed in his limbs, and he clenched his fists. “Where—”

“Mr. Hrothen…” Langold warned, holding out a hand.

Wulf pushed through the headmaster’s arm and marched toward the ravine wall. 

“Wulf!” Langold snapped. “You must listen to me carefully. We know the truth of the situation, but it shall not get out. It shall not leave this ravine. Everything that happened tonight was an accident. Ján left the academy boundaries, and a wild widowlob chased him into a ravine, where he died—and where you found him.”

“That’s not true!” Wulf snapped. 

“I am aware. But unless you want to encourage the Fletchers to alter the account against you, to make this look even worse, you’d best play along.” He crossed his arms. “Umoch’s friend told me of your deal with him. If you want revenge, you need to play your cards right. For your bravery tonight, you will receive an extra helping of mana-water every week, and I suspect you earned a Mark for this.”

Wulf hadn’t even checked. Ján had been more important. 

“Get stronger than him, Wulf, and help me get that little bastard out of our school. He and his family cannot fight a Field pact, no matter how much political influence they have. If you want to avenge Ján, then get Umoch out of this school.”

Wulf blinked slowly. The anger didn’t fade. It wouldn’t; that he knew well enough. But the longer he stared forward, the more his fists loosened, and the cooler his head became. He began shivering. 

“Go back to your dorms. Clean yourself up, and do what you have to,” Langold said. “I know you may hate me for this, but in time, you’ll understand.”


~ ~ ~


On the way back, Wulf had enough wit remaining to collect his supplies. He stored his flask in his haversack, then snapped off the widowlob’s fangs when no one was looking. They still contained a great many doses of venom, which he would need in potion-making. 

Then, reluctantly, he marched back to the Academy, turning his back on Ján. 


~ ~ ~


Wulf didn’t sleep. He may have cleaned himself up, but he couldn’t go back to his dorm yet. He just wasn’t tired. 

He sat in the common room well into the night. It was empty, though the brazier still burned, and he warmed himself beside it. 

Mostly, he just stared forward, unable to break his gaze on the flickering flames or the wall behind. 

But nearly halfway through the night, he became aware of a presence behind him. Maybe he heard the footsteps, the thud of callused feet on stone, or the click of claws and the swaying of clothes. His mind didn’t register that he heard it, only that someone was there. 

By the sound of the footsteps, he was pretty sure it was Kalee.

When she placed a hand on his shoulder, he finally knew it was her. Not exactly a gentle touch, but it was unmistakably her hand. She didn’t say anything—probably had experience with this, just like he did. 

After a few more minutes, with neither of them moving, he whispered, “It shouldn’t be like this. I’ve seen it before. I’ve lost comrades before…I’ve seen Ján die before.”

“Things have changed,” Kalee whispered back. “You’ve changed, and I’m pretty sure I have, too.”

“For the first time in…forever, I wish I had my old powers back,” he whispered. “I wish I was a simple stone mage, with the strength to pound Umoch to a pulp.”

“You didn’t want your powers?” she whispered. 

“Turns out, the climb is more satisfying than the power itself,” he said. “I told myself I’d be happy when I reached Iron, but I wasn’t. I told myself I’d be happy once I had ten Marks. I wasn’t. I was happiest while working toward them, moving myself forward…” He shook his head. “Only now do I actually wish I had my powers back, appreciate what they were, when I need them. Ironic.”

After a few more seconds, he asked, “You heard what happened?”

He leaned on the back of the chair, and her warmth radiated on the back of his neck. “I heard what happened. Irmond and Seith are coming.”

Wulf nodded. 

“Don’t push us away again,” she whispered. “We’re here to help you.”

“I won’t,” he replied, leaning back in the chair. A couple of his messy strands of hair brushed her chin. “But…Kalee, I…”

“Don’t do that. You know it wasn’t your fault.”

“Don’t worry.” He sighed. “I’ve had my fill of blaming myself for my comrades’ deaths.”

Still, he shouldn’t’ve have made Ján sign a Field pact. That sealed Ján’s fate. 

No, he insisted mentally. The blame is on Umoch. You couldn’t have known.

“They chose,” Kalee echoed his thoughts. “It’s the Fletchers who did this, and you know it. They could’ve turned back. Nothing was making them kill him.”

“And I know how to get my revenge,” he replied. 

“That doesn’t sound like the advice you gave me,” Kalee replied. “About revenge, that is.”

“I’m not going to hurt him,” Wulf said. “Not physically. I’m going to win our bargain, whatever it takes. The sting will fade eventually, but…it won’t go away. But most of all, Umoch won’t be able to do this to anyone else. He’ll lose everything.”

Kalee nodded. “I…I’m not sure if I’d be able to do the same.”

“We’ll see. I get the feeling that you’ll have a chance to prove yourself in the coming years.” He leaned his head forward. “I’m our Pilot, by class or not. And it doesn’t matter if I want to—I will lead by example.”

After a few more minutes of silence, Irmond and Seith burst in, but they didn’t say anything. By the time morning came, Wulf was truly exhausted, and he was certain the others felt the same, but they didn’t complain. They just sat around the brazier, keeping a silent vigil for Ján. 

Wulf pushed himself up finally, and said, “I know what I have to do. I can’t stop improving, now. I’m going to keep advancing, and when it comes time to leave for Clegghold, we still have to help. Nothing about that can change.”

“You’re not like…going after him?” Irmond asked. 

“I’m not.” Wulf shook his head. “He probably wants that, anyway. He wants me to give them a reason, just one more slight misstep. Then they’ll kick me out. No, I’ll play by the rules, and I’ll destroy Umoch with the pact we made. That means I need to get stronger. Much stronger.”


~ ~ ~


Over the next few days, Wulf experimented with making primal material. Creating xerion had, so far, been the largest boost to his rank, but aside from the mana gains, he needed the resources. After all, he still needed a weapon. 

Stealing the chaos from potions worked decently. And the stronger the potion, the more primal material he drew from it. 

But potions weren’t the only poisonous substances. 

Or venomous. He doubted the Field made a distinction. 

Sure enough, he drew the chaos from the widowlob’s venom with ease. At least thirty units of chaos swirled in his hand, burning and popping against the surface of his skin—even with his enhanced resistance. He poured crystals of primal material out of the fang and onto a flattened steelglass ingot that he was using as his workstation. Then, when they had formed up completely into primal material crystals, he pumped the chaos back into them, converting most of it back to venom. 

But, same as before, not all of it wanted to change back. He stored the un-bent (it wasn’t part of his will) xerion back in a test tube. 

While he worked with the primal material and xerion, he also continued expanding his mana well, using the constructs Kalee and Seith had provided. To do that, he drank a pure poisonous potion, made from the blood of the colossal fiends.

That, of course, would’ve killed a regular human. Hell, it would’ve killed a regular Middle-Coal Ascendant. But after his fight with the widowlob, he’d earned a new Mark:


[Look the Widow in the Eyes] You showed no fear in the presence of a widowlob’s venom. Your resistance to all poisons and venoms has greatly increased. 


Now, his basic nausea, sickness, and blindness potions had no effect on him. He could drink them freely, with no side-effects whatsoever. 

He just had to do all this a couple thousand more times. 

It was a good thing he had a few months left. 

            

    
        Chapter 58: Unveiling 

    
    
    
    
                Wulf's next tournament fight was a week later. He was near the bottom of the Middle bracket, but even then, the registry list showed his first opponent as a Middle-Coal, just the same as him. 

As soon as he'd seen the list, he spent a good portion of his potion-making time with a singular focus: getting ready to face someone his tier. A Mage, no less. And he couldn't inflict lethal poisons. That'd be much too intense for the circumstances. 

Still, when he approached the arena, he was ready.

In the Middle Bracket, people were allowed to bring their own weapons. Wulf didn’t have a personal golem, but he did carry a homemade pouch—from a spare bedsheet in the dorm. He wrapped his newest creation to keep it hidden as he approached the arena. 

As much because he wanted to keep Kalee, Irmond, and Seith in the dark about it as he wanted his opponents to be. A mischievous streak wanted them to see his prototype for the first time and be impressed. 

But to test it out properly, he couldn’t be in a golem. It wouldn’t be a fair test of the weapon—to see if it felt right for a crafter to use. 

He wasn’t going to pretend it was a smart choice. He still wanted to win, and this wasn’t exactly putting his best foot forward. Though he might not have needed recognition from an important guild, he did need the funds and extra ration chits winners were afforded. But also he wouldn’t get a proper test of the weapon if there was nothing on the line. Without the rush and chaos of battle, how could he know if the weapon was right?

Still, he drank two strength potions. They made his stomach tingle, and his limbs thrummed. Both potions were Low-Bronze, and combined, they made his form tremble. A Middle-Coal body wasn’t supposed to have so much…potion in it, especially not potions two tiers above him, but it wasn’t killing him.

An attendant leaned into the armoury and asked, “Hrothen? Ready?”

“Yes, sir.”

“No golem?”

“No golem, sir.”

“Are you throwing the fight?” the attendant asked. “You won’t get expelled, but you’ll make a great deal of enemies by making their bets go sour…”

“I’m not, sir.”

“Alright, then.” The attendant turned away and beckoned him forward. “If you want to get eliminated…” He shook his head. 

Wulf only grinned as he stepped out into the arena, still keeping his weapon hidden. 


~ ~ ~


Kalee leaned forward in her seat as soon as Wulf stepped out into the arena. From her vantage point, he was only a distant speck, but she’d invested in a spyglass a few days ago, specifically for this purpose. 

Even though these young eyes were much better, she still couldn’t make out all the details—not without the spyglass. She, Irmond, and Seith all sat in the upper third of the arena’s audience risers, watching the fight carefully.

“By the Field…” Seith whispered. “What’s he doing?”

“Where’s his golem?” Irmond exclaimed. “Is he…like, insane? He’s up against Trasie Larlowe! She’ll kill him!”

“You just wish you could fight her,” Seith teased. 

“Yeah, well so what if I want her to beat me up a little.” Irmond rolled his eyes. “Would rather Wulf not lose, though!”

Kalee, sitting on the edge of the row, kept watching. “He has a plan.”

But even she couldn’t tell what he was doing. He was carrying…something wrapped in a bedsheet. It was too big to be a sword, but too wide to be a staff, and not wide enough to be a shield. A giant axe? But still, a little too wide, and it tapered near the tip. A giant battle axe wouldn't do that. 

“Did he tell you what it was?” Irmond asked. “You guys like…share future info stuff with each other?”

“I have no idea what he’s doing,” Kalee admitted. “But I know he does.”

On the other side of the arena was a young woman in a heavy, sleeveless robe. Its folds jutted out well beyond her shoulders, though, making her appear a little wider than she actually was. She flicked her long hair back with a flourish, then used a spell Skill to bind it up. A nearly imperceptible white runic circle appeared around the tip of her hair, binding it into a ponytail with nothing but wind. 

She was probably going to become a wind mage. 

“Show off,” Kalee muttered. She may have been a Middle-Coal, too, but there was no way she could use a spell so effortlessly like that. 

“Do people start getting more attractive at Middle-Coal?” Irmond asked. “ ‘Cause…damn?”

Kalee rolled her eyes. “It depends on how many physically-enhancing Marks you have. Most will make you a little more handsome or a little prettier, just with the subtle changes they make to your body. It builds up over time. Trasie was just born lucky.”

“I have a suspicion you’ll get there,” Seith replied. 

“Why, thank you.” Irmond smirked and spread his arms. 

“Not you, idiot. Kalee.”

“You underestimate me,” Irmond sighed. “Sorry that I’m not from the future, but I’m going as fast as I can.”

A crackle roared out from near the top of the arena, and, the communication constructs activated, amplifying Dr. Langold’s voice. He announced, “Wulf Hrothen has moved up from the Low Bracket, and will now be joining us in the Middle Bracket!”

At that, the crowd erupted in cheers. 

“But…it seems that everyone’s favourite Pilot has forgotten his golem? What-ever is his plan?”

A few skeptical murmurs passed through the crown. 

“And facing him, Trasie Larlowe, an exceptional Mage who is heading straight toward a wind aspect. Hailing from the Larlowe family, she is from upper-middle nobility, but we can expect a terrific performance from her.”

C’mon Wulf, Kalee pleaded. Show us what you’re hiding. Fill me with confidence. I don’t want to see you get eliminated here. 

“We should probably drink our potions now,” Seith suggested, pulling a vial Wulf had given her—one for each of them before the fight—out of her jacket pocket.

The three of them all pulled a High-Coal tier sight-enhancing potion (he’d gotten better at making them) out from their jacket pockets and drank it in a single glug. Kalee knew well enough to not even try tasting it, but some still remained in her mouth when all was said and done, and it made her shudder. Vinegar, but even worse—and somehow, more bitter. 

“The things we do for our Pilot,” Irmond said with a wince. “I think he found a way to make them taste worse.”

“Just be thankful you haven’t tried dragon’s bile,” Kalee replied. “It’s slightly worse.”

Dr. Langold signalled the fight to begin, and a trumpet sounded. Wulf ripped the bedsheet off his weapon, revealing…a set of scissors? 

They were enormous—about the height of a quarterstaff, and they had a blunt middle section, as if a hybrid tool meant for grabbing something. 

“What the hells…?” she whispered. 

And better yet, they weren’t just scissors. They were shiny, silver-white metal. Only a keen eye—a practiced artificer—would pick up what they were. 

Bonesteel. An arcane substance that had excelled at absorbing magic and disrupting spells. 

“How’d he get so much of that?” Kalee breathed in shock. 

“Transmutation,” Seith said. “Alchemist business. But everyone else will just think he’d been saving his funds.”

“For scissors?”

“For really good scissors.”

Before Kalee could say anything else, Wulf and Trasie charged at each other, weapons raised, and the fight began. 


~ ~ ~


Wulf had designed his prototype so he could wrap a hand around the center of the scissors’ grip, crossing both loops of the end while still being comfortable, and then using the outer edge of the loops as a handguard. 

He could have just made the loops smaller, but he needed to keep the general form of a tool, not of a slightly modified sword. Otherwise, it wouldn’t have suited his class very well, and the Field might recognize changes. 

The further he drifted from the purpose of his Class, the more muddled his abilities became, and overall, he’d be weaker. 

Needless to say, holding the scissors was comfortable. At least, for one hand. Getting a second hand in…well, he’d need to make it a little thinner down at the bottom, but otherwise, it worked. 

As he and Trasie fought, he swung the scissors in broad swipes, cleaving through columns of air and busting up wind-based spell Skills. Trasie wasn’t landing a single hit, though a few stray currents may have knocked him around a little. 

But still, he wasn’t closing the distance, either. He might have been disrupting her attacks, but if neither of them even landed a hit before the time was over, victory would go toward the contestant with the better odds: and that meant Trasie. 

According to the displayed odds, the chances of Trasie winning were sixteen to three. They’d shot up in her favour as soon as Wulf stepped out into the arena and the crowd saw him without his golem. 

Halfway through the fight, he was starting to get worried. Neither had scored a hit, and Trasie knew it. She was planning to win by default. If nothing changed, she would. 

Wulf held his scissors with a two-handed grip and swatted through a current of wind, again. 

But he was using it like a warhammer. His scissors weren’t a warhammer. He needed to change his strategy.

Instead of just disrupting the spell Skill, he had to end it. 

Trasie took a wide stance and twirled her staff, then pointed it directly at Wulf. As usual, a ring of faint white runes appeared in the air. Then another, and another, marking the path of the wind. 

Instead of turning and adjusting his stance, preparing to bash through the attack with the blunt end of the scissors, he faced the attack head-on. 

Adjusting his grip on the back of the scissors, he held one half in each hand, then pried them open. 

When he was making the prototype, he began with a wood carving around the same size, then transmuted each segment into bonesteel—a form of almost-metal an arcane step more chaotic than snailsalt. It was a little sticky, but…

When the rune circle drew close to him, and the tunnel of wind nearly hit him, he slammed the scissors together, cutting the circle and instantly ending the skill. Trasie gasped and staggered back, as if he’d hit her directly. 

Bonesteel, he had guessed, was the best way to simulate the effect of xerion. At least, he hoped it would work similarly, which made it a perfect candidate for this experiment. 

Throwing himself across the arena, he closed the distance in seconds, then caught her staff with the blunt midsection of his scissors and ripped it out of her hands. 

She gasped, then stumbled forward, and Wulf pushed her to the ground, then pointed the tip of his scissors at her back. “Yield?”

She deflated, then blew out a puff of air. “I yield.”

The crowd erupted in cheers, but also confused exclamations.

Still, Wulf had won, and that was all that mattered. The scissors might take a little getting used to, but halfway through the fight, they’d just clicked, and he understood. 

Scissors. That was going to be the form of his weapon.

            

    
        Chapter 59: Ciril Sirl

    
    
    
    
                Wulf stored his winnings in the back of his storage pendant, reserving a corner of his cabinet for his pouches of silver and gold. There…was a lot. From winning that fight, he received nearly two pouches. Full to the brim—mostly silver, but some gold. 

In fact, he was considering just transmuting some of it. Wood wasn’t the only object he could transmute (and although by adding some chaos, he could eventually turn it to harder substances, like bonesteel, they weren't actually metal). Bonesteel was more bone than steel. 

Simply, you couldn’t transmute wood into a metal by adding only chaos. It required shifting the object’s identity. Metals had a scale of order to chaos, woods had a scale of order to chaos, waters the same, and you had to add very specific amounts of basic essences and some other ingredients to change them from one identity to another, which Wulf didn’t yet know how to do. 

But that wasn’t going to be a problem. He planned to shape the xerion with his bare hands, according to the method his Mark provided, and once he had the shape of his weapon, it wouldn’t need to be transmuted. It was already made from transmutations. 

That just meant he needed to make more xerion. 

With all his processing in the past week, he’d still only filled up a half inch of the vial. How was he supposed to get enough xerion to make giant scissors out of it at this rate?

Go faster. That was the only solution. 

Over the next week, he refined his transmutation processes. He didn’t have to make any bonesteel, so he could simply focus on his potions—stealing the chaos from their poisonous forms, waiting until the primal material crystallized, then pumping the chaos back in the moment the primal material solidified. 

Snailsalt was, in fact, the best substance to work with. It was poisonous on its own, and could be made by injecting only chaos into primal material, therefore, he could complete the reaction and reverse reaction as many times as he wanted—each time, in theory, losing some of it as xerion. 

He created another enormous cube of snailsalt (about the size of his hand) and pulled chaos back and forth all throughout the week until finally, he’d whittled it down to a tiny cube of snailsalt—and nearly a quarter vial of xerion. 

Which was better than before, but clearly, xerion was denser—or you just lost a lot of primal material in making it. 

Still, with how efficient that was, it was a worthwhile strategy. At this rate, he’d have enough to finish his scissors within two months.


~ ~ ~


Next week’s area of experimentation was on bending xerion to his will. Apparently, repeated attempts to feed it essence would eventually break it to him, but he wasn’t exactly sure what that meant, or how long it would take. 

With spare chaos from his transmutations, he looked to his vial of xerion, opened it, and tried to push more chaos into it. It still resisted him, like trying to push the same sides of a magnet together. Same as before. 

But no one said it would be a fast process. 

According to the textbook, it could take some crafters years to tame their xerion. Wulf only had months. 

Daily effort would be required. 


~ ~ ~


Although the Middle bracket was supposed to be more competitive, a few opponents already dropped out of the tournament to avoid Wulf. Better to leave the fight altogether than embarrass yourself in front of all the potential sponsors. 

Because of that, Wulf only had one more tournament fight before the winter solstice break—in fact, the last week before the break. 

But that meant more time for him to practice with his prototype scissors. 

He’d been practicing a little bit with them, but it was hard. In the training gym, he and Kalee sparred sometimes—her using a staff—but scissors weren’t exactly a common weapon, and there weren’t any manuals on how to use them in combat. 

At least, not at the library. When he consulted Ms. Wenarle, she said, “There are a few unusual Weavers’ Guilds whose guards use scissors like yours, and no doubt they have a few combat styles they’ve trained over the centuries.”

But until then, until he left to find these weavers, Wulf would have to work with what he had. And besides, the best way to practice was in the middle of combat. 

He just had been hoping that it wasn’t going to be against a ranger. His opponent, Ciril Sirl, was a tall elf who wore a tight, sleeveless archery tunic and carried an enchanted bow of some sort. 

Wulf couldn’t say for certain what kind of bow it was, but it was enchanted. The golden filigree along its edge shimmered and pulsed, like a wild animal’s muscles. Before the fight even began, the elf nocked an arrow. 

Best Wulf could tell, it was almost a normal arrow, but its tip glistened with vibrant blue syrup. 

The fight’s odds were also posted at one to one, which made Wulf’s stomach lurch. They probably weren’t underestimating him anymore, which meant that his opponent—a Middle-Coal too—was a decent match for him.

Other Middle-Coals seemed pretty common in the tournament, but he reminded himself that the average student in their year was still only around High-Wood and Middle-Wood, like Seith and Irmond. To make it to the Middle Bracket, you had to be better than average.

When Dr. Langold finished announcing Wulf, he called, “Ciril Sirl, third son of Lord Sirl, known for his poisonous arrows. Not to worry, not to worry, they only inflict a slowness effect—for today.”

Wulf snorted. They didn’t know he could resist that. 

He took the best stance he knew—almost like a fencer’s sideways stance, with his right hand high up on one half his prototype scissors, and the left hand lower down on the other half. He could swing it like a broadsword, but at a moment’s notice, he could open it and cut through a Skill. Or a weapon. 

A lordling like Ciril could afford a new bow. He might even get an upgrade. 

“Begin!” Langold shouted. 

Wulf wasn’t making the same mistake as last time. He had a melee weapon, and he had to get close—nullify his opponent’s range. 

Releasing one hand from his scissor, he charged across the sandy pit, aiming right for Ciril. The boy shot an arrow, but Wulf leaned to the side. Though Ciril enhanced the shot with a gust of wind, Wulf had enough experience fighting ranged attackers. 

People like Ciril didn’t think their attacks could be dodged, but when you saw how they angled their hands, how they stood, how they held their shoulders…you knew where the arrow was going to fly.

But the closer he got, the more difficult it would be to anticipate an attack. He wouldn’t have as much time.

Especially when Ciril’s next arrow flashed off his bowstring with a boom and split the air. A cone of mist formed around its tip. One moment, it was on the string, and the next, it struck the flat of his scissors, deflecting off to the side. 

But not far enough. The arrowhead grazed his shoulder. 

It would’ve pierced his chest had he not deflected it, and he wouldn’t have been strong enough to deflect it had it not been for his friends drinking their potions in the audience risers—allowing [Bastion] to increase his speed and strength. 

From the graze, Wulf felt the poison trying to work. It wormed its way into his blood, then dove into his veins, but nothing happened. The Field helped him resist it. 

But he played it up. The potion didn’t act terribly fast, but if he’d been hit, some effect would have to be showing by now. Wulf slowed down, imagining the Field was pushing back against him, resisting his movements. 

“And there we go,” Ciril spat. “The great Wulf Hrothen, brought down by a single cut.” He drew another arrow out of his hip quiver and nocked it. “Yield, or I’ll put the next one in your stomach, and you’ll have to pay extra for a healer.”

Wulf kept pulling himself closer, moving slow. 

“Worked fast on you, didn’t it? Should’ve brought your golem.” Ciril sneered. “Last warning. Yield.”

Wulf inched his scissors apart, then lowered the blunt midsection—for gripping. 

“Fine.” Ciril released the arrow, and activated a Skill to launch it as quickly and powerfully as his first shot had been.

As soon as Ciril released the arrow, Wulf slammed his scissors shut quickly. He winced for a moment, but there was no pain. The crowd cheered and roared. 

Wulf had caught the arrow in the blunt midsection of his scissors. He grinned. “Thanks for telling me where you were aiming.”

Ciril’s eyes widened with shock. Throwing off his pretend slowness, Wulf closed the last distance in a few steps, then flipped his scissors around—still holding the arrow—and sliced Ciril’s arm with it. Before the boy could react, Wulf activated [Deadline], and the poison activated almost instantly. Ciril slowed to half the speed of a regular human (or elf). 

Releasing the arrow, Wulf widened his scissors, then chopped through the slowed elf’s bow, completely disarming him. Finally, he raised his scissors to Ciril’s neck.

“Do you yield?” Wulf asked, then paused to give the slowed elf a chance to speak. 

Ciril nodded amusingly slowly, then grunted, “I…yield…”

“Wonderful.” Wulf turned to face the crowd and walked away from Ciril. “Thanks for making that easy on me.”

If that was how the Middle Bracket was performing, then…it didn’t seem so bad. But he reminded himself that the High Bracket would be even more competitive. Not to mention, this was only the Istalis Academy’s tournament. He didn’t want to know what the Centralis Academy’s tournaments were like—those guys were the utmost peak of their generations. They’d be vicious competitors. 

Maybe the one-to-one odds weren’t all that accurate, after all. But Wulf could almost guarantee that it wouldn’t be the same for Umoch. The boy was the son of one of the most powerful people in the world, and Wulf would be damned if Umoch wasn’t stronger than average for his tier. 

Not to mention…with how many powerful people Wulf was probably going to anger , he’d be facing people much higher than him. He might have lots of Marks, and strong marks, but they were going to get pushed to the absolute limit. 

            

    
        Chapter 60: Solstice Break 

    
    
    
    
                For catching an arrow with his scissors like that, Wulf received a Mark:


[Transmuter’s Instincts] You caught an object moving faster than your eyes could track. Your reaction time has greatly improved. 


Not complex, but it didn’t need to be. It was a boost nonetheless. 

He didn’t earn another Mark until well after solstice break, though. 

Solstice break happened every year, taking up the two weeks at the end of the year and the start of the next year. Classes paused, though there were a few midterm exams for the first semester. Most classes ran all year, and they were halfway over.

On the actual solstice day, the four gathered in the mess hall, where Chef Kennet would be serving them a “Solstice Dinner”—which Wulf didn’t know exactly what that entailed, though he was curious to find out. Last life, he hadn’t had enough ration chits to afford a meal like that. He’d been spending them on mana-water with hope of catching up (it hadn’t helped). 

While they waited, Wulf assessed all of their progresses. He and Kalee were still at Middle-Coal, but they were both close to advancing to High-Coal and gaining their last base Skill. Kalee had gained a few more Marks, too, in skirmishes with some of the other girls in her dorms (Wulf didn’t inquire what that was all about, though it sounded like her roommate had been getting in lots of trouble). 

Seith and Irmond, meanwhile, were now High-Woods, and they’d both earned a single Mark in their activities. Basic, sure, and just flat strength and speed enhancements, but those were still useful. 

“Weapons?” Wulf asked. “We’ve got about a month, so we need to make sure those are all ready…soon.” He winced, considering his progress with his own weapons. 

“I’ve nearly got enough silver to buy the bow I’ve been eying from the school shop,” Irmond said. “And a quiver of wind-arrows to go with it.”

Seith shrugged. “I’ve been expanding my toolkit. It might be basic, but I’ve got better equipment to keep an Oronith running, now.”

“Been working on my staff,” Kalee said. “I might need some help from an Artificer to complete the enchantments, but once I do, I’ll be able to store thousands of constructs within a little pocket realm, and consume them at will to power my spell Skills.”

“How exactly does that work?” Wulf asked.

“I consume a construct,” Kalee said. “The Field, I suppose, destroys it, as equal compensation for a much more powerful spell Skill, and allows me to get by on less than perfect incantations.”

“But…”

“If I had perfect incantations,” Kalee said, “I’d be able to use even stronger skills. Yeah. Stronger than any other Mage. I’m still working on that part, though.”

“No worries,” Wulf said. “As long as the Oroniths work, that’s all that matters to me.”

A moment later, the cooks began circling the room, setting out trays of turkey and stuffing, cheese sauce, mashed potatoes, squash, steamed vegetables, and a couple different types of gravy, and potato dumplings. All of it had been infused with mana. 

As they ate, almost none of them spoke. They were too busy filling their mouths to worry about talking about their magic. 

But, halfway through the meal, Wulf’s bracer shuddered. The paper rippled, and he glanced down at it. 


[Your mana has increased. Advancement progress: 100.5%]

[You have increased your Tier to High-Coal.]

[Please select a new Skill.]


Around the same time, Kalee’s bracer also shuddered, and it alerted her with a similar message. 

“Eating mana-infused food helps that much?” Irmond exclaimed. “Oh, I’m stuffing myself until I puke, and I’m going to make myself like it.”

Seith rolled her eyes. “They were both really close to advancing. It doesn’t help you that much, and if you make yourself explode, your magic won’t help you one bit.”

“You can’t explode from eating too much!”

“Sure you can.”

“Sounds like a skyhorn problem.”

“Be that as it may, I’ve never seen an elf eat more than a single plate of food without proclaiming they’re full.”

Irmond sighed. “We have small stomachs…”

Wulf tuned them out and turned to the last major Skill selection he’d get. He had to make it count. 


[Greedy Alchemy] You can sever an Ascendant’s connection with their weapon or magic object by striking it with a splatter potion.

[Disruption] At the cost of significant mana, you can convert all the order in an small object into chaos, and all the chaos into order. 

[Unshakable] Your resistance to chaos increases for every person in your vicinity under the effect of your potions.


Alternate: You may choose to upgrade one of your previous Skills.


Wulf stared at them for a few minutes. [Unshakeable] was still off the table; he didn’t need any more passive abilities, and it wasn’t useful in combat. 

[Greedy Alchemy] sounded pretty useful, and it’d be effective against Pilots, too. He could completely deactivate a golem. 

But he had to think long-term. A control effect like that could be resisted, like poison, and it’d mean that he needed to seek Marks that not only increased his ability to overwhelm control resistance, but also overwhelm poison resistance. The demand of Marks that he would need was just too much. 

[Disruption], though not immediately useful in combat, would be excellent in crafting. With the ability to manipulate order, too, though to a lesser degree, he could transmute the exact materials he needed to make a golem of his own. 

He mentally selected [Disruption] without a second thought, then leaned back in his chair, satisfied. Around the same time, Kalee leaned back and nodded with acceptance. She’d made her choice, too. 

“Oh, don’t you two look so satisfied,” Irmond teased. “Don’t worry, you know what they say? Brightest stars burn out soonest. Like, something like that. I’ll catch up.”

“When I have the power to, Irmond,” Wulf said, “I will help you catch up.”

“...I’ll hold you to that.”


~ ~ ~


When classes returned, Wulf took his chances in the golem labs. He needed a golem of his own, but he wasn’t about to just go hunting for a wild golem and try taming it. There wasn’t time for that, and the Academy had already done most of the work for him. As part of the tuition, all students received a basic golem.

It had a core and a frame of gravel, but no outer armour—that was for the pilots to make themselves. Traditionally, they’d chisel their own deepstone armour in the schematic they wanted, relying on their abilities to mold the stone in the exact way they wanted.

As Dr. Stowne had explained, “An Oronith will slowly form a soul the longer it has a permanent crew. To influence and bind to that soul, a Pilot must personally build a smaller golem, and influence the Oronith through the link. By making the golem with your own hands, you will have infused it with your will. It will improve your connection with the larger Oronith.”

But the good news for Wulf was that he didn’t need to use deepstone. Deepstone conducted a Pilot’s Skills, but Wulf didn’t need that. It could be whatever material he wanted, so long as he maintained control of the little golem. As long as he turned it into a potion, it’d work. 

After they received their golem frames and proved that they could use it—a basic High-Wood rated golem—they were allowed to bring them back to their dorms, where Wulf immediately began work on his. 

And more importantly, its armour. 

He’d make armour out of stone for it. A sheet of metal wouldn’t integrate very well as a solid in a potion, and he wouldn’t have as good control over the golems. But he didn’t have to start with stone—he could start with whatever material he wanted and transmute it. In the process, he’d make more xerion. 

Using half-frozen clay, he shaped the many components of the chest and body armour, forming swooping, slender outer plates, then letting them dry. While he worked, he tried to keep his attention away from Ján’s half of the room, but it didn’t always work. 

He simply reminded himself why he was doing this in the first place. Nothing else kept the regret away.

Poison potions made an excellent source of chaos, but stone was more order than chaos. But he had to start somewhere. He flooded the armour with chaos, transmuting it into bonesteel—that was as far as he could go in a single push, and a step that wouldn’t immediately crumble apart. 

But then, he used [Disruption]. He concentrated on the concept of order, and willed all the chaos to convert. He’d turn it into a structure of pure order. 

With a ripple, the armour plate turned into stone. It was…almost like quartz. Certainly not as orderly as diamond—that needed a much higher concentration of order to achieve—but it was a pale, semi-transparent substance that held together decently on its own. 

Finally, he withdrew a little chaos from one last potion. Consulting his transmutation tables, he decided he was going to aim for an arcane immediate substance known as Sorcerer’s Jade. It was one of the strongest materials at the current concentration of order and chaos he was able to work with. 

But, most importantly, you couldn’t make it out of pure order. It needed to be tempered with a few units of chaos. 

He inserted a few poison potions’ worth of chaos into the plate, and sure enough, it transmuted. With a ripple, the stone smoothed, then became…jade. White streaks ran through it, but overall, it was a smooth, pale green. 

He fitted it onto the golem. It stayed put. The golem, being only a frame, wanted to bind to new stone (hence why there were so many extra pebbles attached to the foot of the golem). With slight hesitation, he backed away. The panel stayed. 

First panel done. Perfect. 

Better yet, he’d created a decent amount of xerion in the process—about a coin-sized chunk. Over the past few months, he’d filled five large flasks with the substance, though he hadn’t made much progress bending it to his will. 

But there were still plenty more panels to make, and only about a month left before he had to leave.

            

    
        Chapter 61: Finishing 

    
    
    
    
                By the start of Secondmonth, Wulf had enough xerion to fill a cauldron. How did he know, exactly?

Well, halfway through Firstmonth, he’d had to make himself a new container for it. His transmutations were growing more and more efficient, and he couldn’t just keep it in the flask. So, with his steelglass ingots, he made a cauldron—about a foot and a half in diameter, and just as deep—for storing it. Some of it was just dust, so he also made a lid to contain it. Some took the shape of larger crystals. 

But, all in all, he guessed it was about the same volume as his prototype scissors. And now, it was full of the faint blackish red crystal. Unlike primal material, it seemed to have volume. It wasn’t just a window into the void, but it did catch and refract the light in patterns that almost made it look like it had a few stars inside it. 

Wulf experimented with shaping it. He couldn’t just carve it; these were crystals. Primal material, purified to the utmost degree. 

That meant…according to his Grand Mark, he could shape it with his bare hands. 

He picked up the largest crystal of xerion he’d been able to make—a crystal about two inches long. Shutting his eyes, he imagined it was clay, and tried to shape it. 

It wasn’t like sharpening the dart of base primal material. It resisted him. It felt like diamond in his hands. 

Curious, he assessed it with the Field:


Xerion (High-Silver Quality)

A precious material created by a devoted alchemist. It has not yet been bound to a an Ascendant’s will. 


High-Silver. Yeah, there was no way he was going to shape that with his bare hands alone. He knew that already. But, just in case, he tested a crystal of regular primal material:


Primal Material (High-Coal Quality)

The basic building block of all existence. 


Wulf nodded. Big difference in relative powers. He took the crystal of xerion and held it up to his dorm’s candle. He wasn’t just going to sit around and wait until his tier increased more. He crafted a batch of potions, and sure enough, with the help of all the tinctures he’d created and purified earlier in the day, they turned out as Middle-Brass. 

One was a strength potion with a poisonous side-effect. He drank it, resisted the side-effect, and tried the xerion again. 

Bit by bit, the crystal budged, shifting under the pressure he was applying, but it wasn’t fast enough, and at this rate, he’d never get them to clump together, no matter how much pressure he applied. 

But the potion didn’t just give him strength. An aura erupted around him, brimming with potential mana. The xerion was tugging on it, drawing his aura in, like it wanted to feed on it. 

Wulf guided the aura, and, as he pushed on the crystal, he imagined he was imbuing the crystal with his aura, using it to bolster and guide his fingers, but to also see the crystal. Like potion ingredients, xerion had a bit of a will of its own. But unlike herbs, there wasn’t a specific potion it wanted to be. 

It just wanted to be shaped. Used. 

He plucked out another crystal from his cauldron and melded the two of them together, then held it up. They blended perfectly, like he’d just mashed two sticks of butter together. 

It would work. He only had a few days to actually give the weapon its form, but now that his golem was done, he could focus entirely on the enormous scissors. 


~ ~ ~


Wulf knew he’d promised that he wouldn’t just work his whole life, but this was a rare occasion. He wouldn’t be able to relax until he’d finished this. For one thing, going on a quest across the confederacy without a weapon wasn’t the best idea. But for another thing, transmuting so much xerion was increasing his mana significantly. He figured completing a weapon by using alchemy would give him yet another enormous boost. 

Ján’s empty bed was yet another reminder of why he had to do this. Umoch was out there, and any celebration Wulf tried to have would be marred by the knowledge that Umoch hadn’t suffered even a little bit for this. 

Advancing and gaining tiers was the best way to destroy Umoch. 

So, within three days, Wulf had finished shaping the xerion into scissors. He used his old scissors as a blueprint, which he then modified slightly. He made the grips a little larger and a little smoother, he made the tip sharper, and he added texture to the blunt section in the middle so it could grip objects better. 

But, even when he fitted both halves together and locked them in with a pin, the Field didn’t register anything. 

It wasn’t complete yet. 

He turned the old bedsheet that he’d hid his prototype under into strips, which he wound around the handle, giving it a better grip, before inscribing his initials on the head of the pin that bound both halves together. 

After all, if he was going to be an alchemist, he’d probably have to start selling wares at some point. He’d need to start building a brand at some point. 

At that, the Field registered that he’d completed the weapon:


[By creating a weapon using alchemy, you have increased your mana. Advancement progress: 79%]


He assessed the weapon like he would with any other arcane object. 


Fate Cutters (Unique)

Xerion scissors crafted by an alchemist determined to change his fate. They have not yet been bound to an Ascendant. When they bind to an Ascendant, their main effect will be revealed. 


Wulf raised his eyebrows. “Unique?”

He’d heard of unique-quality equipment, but it was rare, and generally, most Ascendants preferred equipment that had a specified tier of strength. But…this was a different case. Xerion wasn’t like other enhanced materials, so of course, it would be unique. That hidden effect? Well, that had to be xerion’s order and chaos transferring properties. 

He tucked them into a harness that he’d made earlier that week, which hung over his shoulders. It fit in like a greatsword, and hung snugly over his back, but he could draw it at a moment’s notice. 

“One big task complete…” he whispered, then turned to the golem. “Well, two, including you.”

As expected, the golem couldn’t respond. Or, it didn’t. They wouldn’t ever respond physically to a user.

But that didn’t matter. He’d covered the golem in Sorcerer’s Jade, which he’d shaped in swooping, swirling plates. They afforded greater mobility than the regular golem, which would help him when he used speed potions, but still protected his vitals. Gravel remained suspended  in a frame below, forming the main body of the golem and providing its shape—that was the main purpose of the golem as a base. Without using a wild golem, you’d just have a stack of lifeless gravel. 

The helmet had no visor, only cheek protectors and a nose-piece, and a swooping plume that he’d had to form with the excess clay. No visor might have left his face exposed, but it made it much easier to drink potions, talk to his crew, and just breathe. 

Tomorrow, he thought. We’re ready. Let’s just hope Dr. Langold got the Oronith dock clear for us. 


~ ~ ~


Tomorrow morning, Wulf met Seith, Irmond, and Kalee on the central butte, at the top of the same stairway where they’d met to steal Emerald Vanguard for the first time. 

Wulf was planning on taking the exact same Oronith. 

The sky was clear, though Secondmonths were always cold, and the weather seemed to have sucked some of the colour out of the sky. Even though Wulf wore gloves inside his golem, his fingers still trembled. 

The others, despite their coats and scarfs, were shivering too. Snow covered the ground, icicles hung on the academy buildings’ eaves, and chimney smoke chuffed out high into the sky.

“Let’s just get this over with,” Seith said. “It’ll be warmer inside an Oronith, right?”

“Hopefully,” Wulf said. He looked over his crew. “You guys are ready?”

They all nodded at the same time. Kalee carried her staff on her back. She’d gotten Seith to finish the enchantments and runes, because though she had an artificer’s past, she didn’t have the Skills anymore. But she could show Seith what to do. 

Irmond had his bow over his shoulder and his arrows in his quiver, and Seith carried her toolbox at her hip.

Finally, there was Wulf, who had climbed inside his golem, and carried his haversack of potions on the outside. He strapped his scissors on overtop. 

Thankfully, being so early in the morning, and a Seventhday, there was almost no one wandering about the Academy campus. It was too cold. People walked with their heads down. They may have been curious about Wulf, wandering around in a golem, but no one said anything. 

True to his word, Langold had cleared out the Oronith docks. No one stood on them, save for a few inactive loader golems. 

Only five Oroniths, including the now-repaired Emerald Vanguard, stood at the docks. Perhaps in another gesture of helpfulness, Dr. Langold had ordered them to pull away the wooden piers and maintenance platforms, because it was a straight shot right to the Oroniths. 

Wulf said, “Let’s go.”

He led the way down to the docks, with the others close behind them, and stepped carefully onto the snow-covered platform. Still, no one intercepted them.

Running to Emerald Vanguard, he marvelled at how much more smoothly this new golem moved. He was able to get a jump in his step, and the right range of motion to run like he normally would—not like a knight in heavy armour. Of course, he was using [Arm of the Alchemist] to control it and the potion he’d used, but overall, it was better than most. 

He climbed up the steps to the back of Emerald Vanguard’s head, then slid in through the hatch. The others were close behind, but Irmond didn’t close it—he kept watch behind them. 

Kalee and Wulf both slotted into the control apparatuses, and Kalee gave it a pulse of mana to start up the Oronith’s systems. Enchanted parchment unravelled down from the ceiling like banners, giving quick readouts that probably only made sense to an artificer, and Seith monitored it while Wulf formed his dream-link. 

As soon as Wulf’s consciousness spread through the Oronith and he returned back to himself, to the present, Irmond called, “Uh, guys…I think we’ve got trouble!”

“Hm?” Wulf turned his head, and, with the dream-link active, the entire Oronith’s head swivelled to the side. 

Out the corner of the visor, he spotted three or four figures sprinting across the docks. 

The boy at the very front was Umoch. 

            

    
        Chqpter 62: Departure

    
    
    
    
                Umoch. Wulf’s stomach plummeted. What was he doing here? How had he even found them?

At the moment, it didn’t matter. They just had to get away, and Umoch didn’t even have a crew. He couldn’t go far, even if he could get in an Oronith.


[Emerald Vanguard (Low-Iron Tier Oronith) has activated. Systems diagnostic complete. Main functions in good order. Arms integrity 50%]


Good enough.

Wulf pushed forward. He pressed against his harness and linking apparatus, his feet swung back and forth in the tracks, and he lurched forward. The Oronith moved with him, dream-link aligning his golem with the main mech body. 

They pushed away from the dock, this time with nothing in front of them and nothing holding them back. 

Emerald Vanguard’s new arms were almost the exact same as the old, but the hammer was nowhere to be seen. 

It didn’t matter, really. The hammer was too heavy, and it would slow them down. 

With each step, he pushed off faster, and a rhythm built. The Oronith thrummed beneath him, the floor pulsed, and stone groaned as he urged it to run. It began moving faster and faster, until eventually, it was jogging along across the fields. 

“Watch out for the border grove this time!” Irmond called. “Or Kennet will have your head.”

Wulf craned Emerald Vanguard’s head down, watching for the border. At the moment, he just had to get away from the academy—then they could head south. 

From his vantage, the border grove was just a thin line on the ground ahead. The trees glistened with snow and frost, trembling in the last deep chill of the year—and probably because an Oronith was running toward them, sending enormous tremors through the ground. But Wulf’s own body shook just as much with the impacts, and it was hard to tell. 

But before he could reach the border grove, Irmond shouted, “Uh, Wulf! Wulf! Umoch’s doing something?”

Wulf scrunched his eyes. “What’s Umoch doing?”

“I don’t kn—”

A screech and a crack rolled through the air, like thunder in the distance, but mixed with the faint windchime like tinkle. That was the sound of Umoch’s spells!

A beam of shadow blasted through the air toward them. It was as thick as a Low-Copper (as Umoch now was) could make an attack, which…for any Low-Copper, wouldn’t have been enough to harm an Oronith. 

But their Oronith was weaker than most, because Wulf was at a lower tier than most Pilots. And Umoch’s magic was stronger than most Low-Coppers. 

The beam of shadow smashed right into Emerald Vanguard’s arm, bit into it, then cleaved through. Stone, gravel, and dust plumed forward, ripping through the shoulder. Pain twinged in Wulf’s mind, and he clenched his teeth and shouted. It wasn’t his shoulder, but the dream link made sure he felt it.

Still, he was used to pain like that. He didn’t break stride. If he stopped moving just because a twinge of pain ripped through his arm, he’d have died many times before his final death in his last life—in the last world. 

“Seith, damage report?” he requested. 

“I’ll get on it.” She ran to the hatch and pushed past Irmond, then climbed out. As soon as she was outside, she activated a communication construct, which linked up with the rest of the crew. 

Another crack echoed through the cockpit, like a sheet of ice cracking. The arms were already weak, and…

“He hit a critical joint,” Seith called back after a few seconds. “I’m not sure if I can fix it while we’re moving.”

“Seith, get away from there!” Irmond shouted. “He’s launching another!”

Wulf winced when the communication construct screeched with interference, but he pushed through it. Seith needed a warning. 

Not a moment later, another beam of shadow blasted out from the dock. Wulf pushed to the side, trying to dodge it, but it still scraped past the shoulder plate and blasted off another chunk of Emerald Vanguard’s arm. 

This time, the pain was much worse. There were more cracks, and they rang out continuously, until finally, the arm crumbled away. It fell in a heap off to the side—and dragging a pile of stone and debris right through the border grove. 

“Whoops,” Wulf gasped, if only to keep the pain at bay. His mind still thought he’d just had an arm blasted off by dark shadow magic, and that wasn’t exactly comfortable. Still, he used Vanguard’s legs to launch the rest of him over the grove wall. 

No more spells shot out. They had to be out of Umoch’s range by now. 

“Seith, are you alright?” Wulf called. 

“I’m alive,” she panted. “Just trying to get back to the arm.”

“There’s not much left,” Wulf warned. 

“Yeah…” Her voice was practically wincing, though Wulf couldn’t see her face. “I’ll patch up the rune lines, or this thing is going to start bleeding your mana dry even faster than normal. And then we’ll be dead in the water.”

Wulf tilted his head. He’d had a full storage core before leaving, and given how much time he’d had to prepare, he’d expanded the core to nearly thrice the size it had been when they saved Arotelk, but it still wouldn’t be enough to get them all the way to Clegghold. Especially if it began leaking. 

Still, he had to let Seith work. 

He turned the Oronith and marched around to the south, skirting the border. A few students gathered around, watching from rooftops and dorm windows, but they were too far away, and even if they wanted to do something, there wasn’t much they could do. 

“Irmond, can you get out there and keep an eye on everything around us?” Wulf asked. 

“Got it,” Irmond replied. He climbed out the hatch and shut it behind him, then said through their communication construct, “Gotta keep you two warm in there. Some might even say, steamy.”

“Oh, shut it,” Kalee snapped. 

“That’s what I just did.”

“Not what she meant,” Wulf replied. 

“You know, I still can’t get over the fact that you guys are old enough to be my grandparents,” Seith said. 

“How’re the repairs going?” Wulf asked.

“Not great. You lost an arm.”

With his right arm, now completely free from the pull of the Oronith, he reached up and rubbed his forehead. The golem barely resisted his movement with his right arm. 

This wasn’t good, and he knew it. Even if he’d had enough mana to get them to Clegghold, which was completely unrealistic (he’d have to take many, many breaks), Emerald Vanguard was in no condition to fight off a horde of colossal fiends. 

“Yeah, chief…” Seith said. “You lost an arm. I can seal up these rune-lines and pipes and cords, but I’m no mountain giant healer.”

“It’s dying?” Wulf asked. 

“Yeah, the inner core of the Oronith, it’s dying. Don’t worry, it doesn’t feel pain anymore, and it doesn’t even think, but if it dies, no amount of mana is going to keep us moving.”

Wulf turned his head, urging the Oronith to look over at its damaged shoulder—and at Seith clinging onto the damaged stub. She swayed with each step, while patching the stone with a quick-drying mortar and chiselling in ending runes. A few mana sparks sputtered out, but overall, there was no sign of immediate damage. 

But he knew well enough that the Oroniths didn’t bleed. They could still die. The mountain giants stored bits of the Field in them, sealing it within. Though Wulf couldn’t see it, the wound was now leaking those out. Without the professional repairs of the Academy, Emerald Vanguard was going to stop working. 

But Wulf couldn’t go back, and he had no real connection to this Oronith. At best, it was a method of getting where he needed. 

He deactivated his communication construct, then turned to Kalee. “I’ll take it as far as we can, but we’re going to have to abandon ship at some point.”

Damned Umoch. Throwing problems into all Wulf’s plans, and now, actively—and effectively—working for the demons. When payback came, nothing was going to feel better. 

Umoch’s life was going to be be ruined, and it’d be the best feeling yet.

“Are we going to have to fight the fiends without an Oronith?” Kalee asked. “Or do we steal one from Clegghold?”

Wulf was about to shake his head, but stopped himself. No need to move the entire Oronith. “No. In both cases, we don’t make much of a difference. We might be better fighters than Clegghold’s defenders, but we’re weaker Ascendants still. And on foot, we’ll get squashed by a fiend at our level.”

“You’re talking like you have a plan,” Kalee said. “Spill it.”

“You know the Slumbering Peak?” Wulf asked. “Where Clegghold gets all their minerals from?”

“Yeah.”

“It’s called the Slumbering Peak for a reason. In our last lives, everyone was attempting to get Silent Wraith running and under control, but no one could. But now? The dwarves should have just stumbled upon it last year.”

Kalee shut her eyes. “If no one could get it active in forty years, what makes you think you could?”

“Because we have to.” Wulf kept looking forward. “We’re ready, we’re determined. It’s our only shot, but a legendary mountain-core Oronith from the first invasion…would be an excellent addition to Clegghold’s defenses.”

“Alright, I agree with Irmond. You’re crazy.”

“Yeah, but it’s our only shot.”

“Sadly, you’re right.”

Wulf turned his construct back on and spoke to the whole crew. “We have a plan. We’re going to walk Vanguard as far as we can, get as far from the academy as we can, and then we’re ditching it. We’ll head to Clegghold on foot—there should be time if we go fast. And then, once we’re there, we’re going to activate Silent Wraith.”

As expected, Wulf was met with groans. Irmond sputtered, then said, “I want to think you’re joking, but knowing you, you’ll like actually find a way to do it. Ughh, by the Field, I’m in.”

            

    
        Chapter 63: Sluggish Behemoth

    
    
    
    
                By noon, Seith had finished patching the mana leaks, but it wouldn’t matter. Wulf had spent a quarter of his mana, and for once, that wasn’t going to limit how far they could go. 

The Oronith was already growing sluggish, and the dream link was failing. He had to stop jogging, not only to preserve his own energy, but because Vanguard just wasn’t moving fast enough to put a hop in his step. 

It was still taking long strides across the rolling hills and fields south of the Academy, but he couldn’t get the same hop in his step necessary to get them jogging again. 

They traversed the empty rolling hills and ranches. Irmond reported back to the cockpit every once in a while, holding his standard-issued ranger’s map of the Confederacy, which he used to navigate by. 

“By the end of the day, if you hold a south-southeast course, these hills will flatten into the great plains. We travel a few weeks after that, and we’ll hit the Calchum Range. Clegghold is nestled in the very middle of the range, around an enormous mountain lake. At least, that’s what the map’s telling me. I can’t say for sure.”

They would be crossing barely an eighth of the Confederacy’s size, but it still felt like a longer distance than Wulf had ever travelled. And once they put the Academy behind them and passed Arotelk, there was almost nothing. 

This was ranchland. A few villages, a few farmhouses, and a few herds of cattle crossing the land below. Wulf winced with every footfall—with every enormous crater he put in the earth, or every crumbling boulder he left behind. 

With each step, some of Vanguard’s form crumbled off and fell to the ground. As the mountain giant’s holding form weakened, it couldn’t hold as much deepstone armour. 

When the sun began setting, the ground flattened. It was eerily flat, and the horizon melded with the sky. A pale coral gradient clung to the horizon, and the snow glistened and glittered in the fading light. 

And Wulf had to drag his feet. The Oronith was half functional, now. His left arm wouldn't move, and Seith had reallocated power from the upper body and neck to the legs—he couldn’t turn his head. The only way to know where he was going was to follow Irmond’s directions and hope Irmond saw all the farmhouses.

Wulf regretted it, but now, they were going to be tearing up a potential farmers field. Sure, it was winter, and there were no crops yet, but he was still making a mess of it. 

The Great Plains were much like Carolaign, in that they were filled to the brim with farms and farmers. He wouldn’t step anywhere without causing problems, but the least he could do was avoid infrastructure. No crushing houses, no kicking castles, no bashing roads and trails.

The roads one might have been a little harder, now that he couldn’t lift his feet off the ground and had to drag them, creating ten-foot deep trenches across the land. 

At least they’d gotten away before the academy could justify sending more Oroniths after them. They were in the clear for now, though if Umoch told anyone that he’d damaged Vanguard…perhaps they’d send horseback riders out after it, expecting to catch up the downed beast and apprehend those who stole it. 

“For the next month,” Wulf told them, “we’re criminals. Technically, we just stole Confederation property and destroyed it, and we’ll want to keep away from academy eyes.”

It wasn’t exactly how he imagined his first trip to the great plains going, but then again, at least he was seeing them. 

Fields stretching as far as the eye could see. Fences covered in hoarfrost, motte-and-bailey keeps stood in the distance, belching smoke out their chimneys. When the sun set entirely, Wulf spotted the faint outline of a local lord’s castle far off in the distance, its windows glimmering with candlelight. 

Once again, he found himself reminded of how isolated the Academy was. The rest of the world wasn’t thinking about Oroniths and magic, but of farming, castles, and surviving the winter. 

When the second moon rose, his legs became noticeably stiffer, and with each step, he had to push harder. When the third moon rose, it was like wading through mud. When the fifth and final moon rose, he couldn’t move. The dream link told him it was like pushing up against a wall.

“And…we’re done,” he said. “Kalee? Could you detach my dream link?” Wulf asked. “I’m a little struck at the moment, with my golem linked to a dead Oronith.”

“Give me one second.” She peeled herself out of her control apparatus, then ran over behind him and unplugged his neck socket. “There you go.”

With his golem now free from the Oronith’s link, he pulled it out of the apparatus, then opened the helmet. He’d drained his mana to nearly a quarter, but he could refill it over the rest of their journey—he’d brought the storage constructs along. 

“Everyone have everything?” Wulf asked. “We’re dead, and we need to get out of the Oronith before the Academy catches us. It’ll be much easier on foot, and especially if we head for the nearest farmhouse.”

The difference between Carolaign and the Great Plains was in how developed the Great Plains were. Where castles and villages dotted the horizon, where cattle and sheep pens filled the land that crops didn’t, Carolaign would’ve been ten times as sparse. 

Six great rivers divided up the plains into slices, and though Wulf couldn’t see any of them now, he knew where to head—they’d find the nearest river, the Whitesurge, and follow it until it brought them to the Calchum mountains, where it originated. 

But first, they needed to find a place to hide and sleep—preferably out of the elements. 

They retrieved a long rope from inside the cockpit, then draped it down the back of the Oronith until it hit that ground. Wulf fastened it to the inside of the cockpit, and they climbed down. The rope strained under the weight of his golem, so he went last, just in case it snapped. It didn’t.

Even the crop stubble was as high as his knees. He could scarcely imagine how tall the strands of titanwheat they would’ve belonged to would be in the summer, and he wasn’t sure if he wanted to know. 

“Everyone here?” he asked, just to check. He saw all four of them, with their bags and winter coats. “We’re ready?”

They all nodded. 

Wulf led the way to the nearest farmhouse, but paused before entering. It would be a little obvious when the Academy came looking, and already, the house’s lights were turning on. The owners couldn’t have missed a giant Oronith lumbering through their fields, before falling still. 

“Run,” Wulf said. “We’ll have to get farther away.”

Hoisting their bags, they sprinted across the fields. Outside the sluggish Oronith, it was a night and day difference. Wulf put a spring in his step again, and it was the difference between running on land and in water. 

But eventually, Kalee began lagging behind. She had a heavy pack, not conducive to sprinting cross-country. 

“Throw me your bag!” he called. 

“What?” she replied between breaths. 

“Toss me the bag!”

With a nod of thankful understanding, she pulled her bag off her shoulders and tossed it to Wulf. He caught it and pulled it over his own golem’s shoulders. After all, he was much better suited to carrying cargo than her. 

They kept running until they couldn’t see Vanguard anymore, which was quite a while. The third moon hung directly overhead. Winds whipped across the plains, lifting up snow and blasting their faces, but with how fast and hard they were running, Wulf barely felt it. 

But now that he couldn’t see their Oronith, he slowed to a walk. “And there we go. We’re off.”

“Next farmhouse we find,” Kalee said, “we’re sleeping. And I’m not taking the first watch.”

“Sleepy old woman,” Irmond teased. 

“I’m a morning person,” Kalee replied. 

“Mornings are much more productive,” Wulf agreed. “Though…not that that’s the only thing that matters.”

“Some habits are hard to break,” Seith said. 

The next farmhouse they found was completely dark. No lights in the windows, nothing. A dog paced back and forth in front of the door, and another slept, but neither seemed to notice the four approaching the barn. 

Slowly, so the door didn’t creak, Wulf pushed it open, then marched inside and flopped down on the hay. It was dry inside, at least, and though wind still seeped through the gaps in the walls, it was warmer than outside. Besides, the mounds upon mounds of hay along the walls would make excellent insulation. 

“I guess that means you forfeit the tournament,” Irmond said. “Both of you.”

Wulf sighed. “Yeah. I’m going to end up missing a few fights. But this, ultimately, is necessary. Besides, check your bracers. I’m sure we would’ve gotten a Mark or two from that.”

After climbing out of his golem and deactivating it, he took his own advice and checked his bracer:


[Endurance] You have run a great distance, fleeing from those who would hinder your helpful deeds. The maximum benefits per tier granted by [Bastion] have increased by a quarter. 


Sure enough, the others had similarly simple Marks, but it was a good start. Hopefully, by the end of this all, they’d have earned plenty of Marks, and maybe even a grand Mark. 

“Alright,” Seith said. “I’ll keep first watch. And I’ll wake Irmond when it’s his turn. Good luck sleeping after the excitement of the day, but, you know…I expect Wulf will have no trouble with it.”


~ ~ ~


Wulf took the last watch, and as soon as the sun rose, he activated his golem with a half finished potion and woke the others. They rose sleepily, and hungrily. Along the route, there would be plenty of inns and taverns. But that was in the future, not now. They'd just have to go hungry until they reached the first town. 

"We need to get moving," Wulf said, climbing into his golem. "We don't know when or if the academy will hunt us down. And we don't want to get caught by a bunch of angry farmers." 

They ran out of the barn and sealed it behind then, and the dogs immediately began barking. 

Not an easy moment or a simple escape, ever?

"Run," Wulf said, hoisting up his and Kalee's bags. 

They sprinted on their course until they reached the Whitesurge river, which, as it turned out, was only about a mile away. 

"Now we have a landmark," he said. "Should be smooth sailing from here."

It felt like he was jinxing himself. 


            

    
        Chapter 64: Along the Whitesurge

    
    
    
    
                The Whitesurge river was the widest he'd ever seen, even in his past life. 

During his time in the Academy, he’d stayed on the grounds almost religiously. Afterward, his adventures had been back in his homeland and much farther north. 

The ground sloped down slightly until it hit the riverbed, where snow and ice crawled up the banks. He could barely see the other side, perhaps because it was so flat and the ground was only really elevated a few feet above the shore, but also just because the river had to be about a mile wide. 

Due to its size, it hadn’t frozen over completely, but there were still large sheets of ice on the river’s flanks. 

Wulf would’ve stared at it for hours had his stomach not been complaining the whole time. 

After a half hour of walking the shores of the river, they arrived at a village. It lined the river’s close shore (only a single shore; the river would've been too wide and fast to put a bridge across), and spread a few streets out onto the plains. A castle poked out of the center, beckoning them with smoking chimneys and glowing windows. 

They stumbled into a tavern at the edge, then ordered a simple breakfast of toast and sausages before setting off again. No matter how much Wulf might have wanted to, there was no time to waste in taverns. 

If he wanted to experience all the world had to offer, he had to save it, first. 


~ ~ ~


The Whitesurge led almost directly south. All throughout the day, Wulf didn’t see any sign of life—the farmers were probably all hiding inside—but that also meant no Academy patrollers had found them. 

In truth, he expected them to give up after a few days and return to the Academy, but until then, he had to keep his eyes out. 

But there weren’t even any shrivelled, skeletal trees on the plains. Just cleared farmland. At sunset, they arrived at a slightly larger farming village, though it still was nowhere as lively as it otherwise would’ve been because of the temperature. They stopped for the night and bought a room—Kalee and Wulf’s winnings from the tournament were footing the bill for their rooms and meals. 

After warming up in the tavern and eating dinner, they returned to the single room. 

“We should ration our silver,” Wulf reasoned. “We don’t know how long this is going to take or what we’ll need to buy, so if we spend too much too early, we might run out.”

“Hey, it’s your money,” Irmond said. “I don’t get a say in it.”

Seith nodded in agreement. 

“Just the same, wanted to be on the same page,” Wulf said. 

“Besides,” Kalee replied. “We’ll buy a wagon and a pair of horses tomorrow morning. It’ll go faster that way, and Wulf won’t have to waste mana walking around in a golem.”

He could do it, so long as he spent the evenings and mornings replenishing, but it meant that his supply was nearly only a quarter full, and when they arrived, he wouldn’t have nearly enough to power an Oronith.

“As well as some travelling rations and a tent,” Wulf said. “I know I said we’d have a town most nights, but some nights, we’ll have to camp in the wilderness. I’d like to have dinners then, too.”

“The winter is going to break soon,” Kalee rationned, “and that means we’ll be able to stay out in the elements overnight.”

Wulf and Seith got the room’s beds, as they’d been doing the most physically intensive jobs. Otherwise, Kalee and Irmond slept on the floor with the spare bedsheets. As they were settling down, Wulf sat at the foot of his bed. He placed his scissors, Fate Cutter, in his lap. Like a special sword, it had a name, though he hadn’t even intended that. It was just what the Field had decided to call it. 

But its special purpose was still too far away. In theory, if he could master xerion’s order and chaos sapping abilities, he could destroy whatever he cut very easily. But that required it to be bonded to him. 

And the process of bonding it to him was more difficult than he thought. 

After a few attempts of pushing a little chaos into it (which he’d gotten from a poison potion he had on hand), trying to tune it to his will but making no progress, Kalee sat down beside him. “Your face is all scrunched up. It doesn’t look like it’s going well.”

“It’s not. I can’t even get it to accept a little bit of the…essences.” He held up his hand, showing the others the chaos that he’d extracted from the potion. They all crowded around. 

“That’s hurting my eyes,” Seith said. “You mean…that’s what you use to transmute objects?” She leaned over, and blinked a few times, then reached out as if about to touch it, but pulled back at the last moment. 

“I’m sure there are other ways,” Wulf said. “But this is the way I can do it.”

“So…what are you trying to do?” Irmond asked. 

“Well, I need to tune these scissors. Once I get them tuned to my will, I can basically use them to store and conduct base essences, by drawing them in and out of my opponents or their armour and equipment. It doesn’t just have to be poisonous.” He shook his head. “I don’t know that for sure, either. The Field just says these scissors have a hidden effect.”

Kalee snorted. “Why’s it hidden?”

“Until I bond with it properly.” He explained what his textbooks had said about bonding with a lump of xerion.

“They bonded to it by trying to use it, didn’t they?” Kalee asked. “But your scissors aren’t just a lump of stone. You shaped them.”

Wulf considered for a moment. Then…he had to use them like scissors?

“In Threnia, in the pangian villages, the Pilots were often rewarded with enchanted weapons for doing good deeds—but they had to bond to the weapon first. You can’t just bond to an enchanted weapon by holding it and pushing mana into it.” She narrowed her eyes. “Did you…ever have enchanted weapons before?”

“My hammer was technically a construct,” Wulf said. “Which I fuelled with brute force. Just pushing mana right into it.”

“And there’s your problem,” Kalee said. 

“I would’ve done the same…” Seith grumbled. “Damn, this whole ‘bonding’ thing. Artificing isn’t about bonding. I don’t know how you were ever an artificer in your past life, grandma, but hitting things really hard with a hammer tends to work wonders.”

“This grandma thing better not stick…” Kalee muttered. 

“We’ll try not to let it.” Irmond gave a playful smirk. 

“Alright, but still one big problem,” Wulf said. “I don’t know how to use scissors. Like, not as a weapon, and certainly not when they’re so…big.”

But he considered what Ms. Wenarle had said. Weavers’ Guilds. 

“Irmond, can I see your map? It has important guild headquarters’ locations on it, right?”

“A few, yeah. Why?” Irmond pulled his map out of his bag. 

“Can I see it?”

Irmond laid out the map at the foot of Wulf’s bed, and Wulf leaned over to look down at it. His eyes scanned back and forth across the stained parchment, hunting for any sign of a Weavers’ guild. There were a few small Fletcher branches marked, a Farmers’ guild, a couple Horseshoe guilds, but…

“There!” Wulf exclaimed when, nearly at the end of his hope, he came across the Whitesurge Weavers’ Guild. It was a couple weeks away still, but it was along their journey. “If we stop there, they might have manuals for weapons like this. At least, Ms. Wenarle thought so.”

“And if you learn how to use it, it might help you bond with it?” Seith asked. 

“Well, that’s if Kalee’s theory is right. I’d bet it is. I dunno, last life, I wasn’t much for the wishy-washy magic theory stuff. I was more of a ‘hit things really hard’ kind of guy.” He rolled his lips inward. Before the others could say anything, he added, “Alright, yes, I still like hitting things hard, but alchemy’s neat too.”

Being in an inn, Wulf figured no one needed to keep watch. But, just in case, he placed their bags in front of the door, so if someone tried to barge in, it’d make noise and alert them. 


~ ~ ~


In the morning, they met with a farmer near the edge of the village who was willing to sell one of his wagons and two horses. Altogether, it cost them a hundred silver, which Wulf and Kalee split evenly. Might have been pricey, but Wulf was willing to spare the silver in order to get them to their destination faster. 

The horses were two old work stallions who’d carried much heavier loads throughout their lives. One brown, one white. The wagon itself was…rustic, at best. Its sides were splintered, wheels slightly misshapen, and some of the wood was rotting, but there was just enough room in the back to lay down Wulf’s golem and pile in the hay bales—and then for Kalee, Seith, and Irmond to sit with their bags.

Wulf climbed up onto the driver’s cushion and flicked the reins, and the horses trotted off across the fields. Wulf wasn’t exactly sure where the road was, if there was one, but it didn’t matter. The ground was cold and hard enough that the wagon wheels didn’t get stuck in the mud, and the frozen crop stubble bent beneath the horse’s hooves. 

Once they were out of the village, Irmond asked, “So…the Silent Wraith, hm? You’ve set your sights pretty high. Like, wow. That’s a Class-Five Oronith. It needs Silver tier pilots as a minimum.”

Wulf chuckled. “Yeah, and they said the same thing about the academy’s Oroniths. Even if the Field doesn’t think I can do it, I don’t think that’ll be the first time it’s underestimated us.”

“What’s the plan?”

“Well, it’s in an old mine,” Wulf said. “When we arrive, we’re going to pull it out and activate it, and hopefully, in time to turn the tide. If not, the Confederation is going to lose a really important city.”

Clegghold’s industrial forges manufactured most of the Confederacy’s armour, weapons, arrows, and Oronith components that didn’t need Artificers’ direct help. Not to mention non-military equipment, such as wagons and farming tools. 

If Clegghold fell, it would vastly weaken the entire continent. They couldn’t have that. 

“It will hold,” Wulf assured them, but spoke as much to them as he did to himself. “We changed fate in Arotelk, and we can do it again.”

            

    
        Chapter 65: Weavers

    
    
    
    
                The Whitesurge Weavers Guild wasn’t as easy to find as Wulf had thought. 

Though they arrived at the place marked on the map, he saw nothing but the shores of the river. Over the weeks of walking, the ground had gotten slightly more hilly and the elevation rose—in preparation for the mountains now peeking over the southern horizon. It wasn’t as frigid as it had been a few weeks north, either, but it wasn’t exactly warm. Winter hadn’t broken yet. 

More than anything, Wulf was just hoping to get inside after a few days’ ride between villages—where they’d had to camp and set up a tent. (And letting four academy students try to set up a tent alone was a bad idea. Even if two of them were technically sixty years old, Wulf wasn't very practiced with setting up a tent—you didn’t need to put up a tent when you camped inside a dungeon.) 

“It should be…here,” Irmond said, looking at his map and holding it up. “I’m looking at the right curve of the river. This is the only place in miles where it made a horseshoe.”

The Whitesurge was much narrower and faster up here, and combined with the temperature, there was no ice on it. 

“Are we supposed to be on the other side of the river?” Kalee asked. 

“Do you see anything on the other side, either, granny?” Seith asked. 

“Nothing that looks like a sect headquarters.”

Wulf shook his head. He still sat at the front of the wagon, holding the reins and driving the horses as they trotted along a shoreline path, but he’d looked at the map before. The marked location of the Weavers Guild headquarters was at the very tip of the horseshoe, and that’d indicated it was on this side of the river. 

He pulled back on the reins, and the horses trotted to a halt. “Does that tree look a little odd to you?”

“Hm?”

He pointed at a lone ice-oak out in the middle of the field to the right of the wagon. He probably wouldn’t have noticed or cared if he wasn’t looking for anything out of the ordinary, and hadn’t had the experience of a past life, but this was different. “Ice-oaks don’t usually grow on their own so far away from other trees. Always in clumps.”

“That is odd…” Kalee said. 

“It’s a landmark, then. Someone put it there as a sign. Come on.” Wulf swung off the side of the wagon and jumped down to the snowy fields. Here, it was ranchland, but whoever owned this land was far off. 

“If you, uh, need someone to stay back at the wagon,” Seith volunteered, “I’m down for it.”

“Don’t wanna see the Weavers?” Kalee asked. 

“They’re mousefolk, aren’t they?” Irmond whispered. “She’s…she gets, like, scared of mice.”

“It’s not…” Seith shuddered. “Mice scare me, alright?”

“Ah, the big tough skyhorn brought down by mice,” Kalee teased. “Don’t call me granny, and I won’t tease you about the mice.”

“Only if you let me stay behind and watch over the wagon.”

“Deal.”

Wulf rolled his eyes, then set off toward the ice-oak. There was no need for his golem, he hoped, but he still wore his scissors in a sheath on his back like a sword. 

Ice-oaks were a hardy breed of trees that grew white leaves in the winter and shed them in the summer. Because the leaves were now turning blue and falling off, it was a sign that spring was coming. 

He stomped around the base of the tree, kicking through the fallen leaves and the light layer of snow, before his boots thudded on a hard wooden hatch. He was about to open it, but before he could reach for its handle, it flung open all on its own. 

Or…not entirely on its own. 

A middle-aged mousefolk poked his head out through the gap and stared at him. “Quit your stomping, you big oaf, and find another tree! And don’t even think about letting your dog pee on it!”

“I…don’t have a dog?” Wulf tilted his head and leaned down to face the man. He was about half the height of a regular human, with grey mouse ears. He wore flame-orange, embroidered robes with runic patterns and a blue sash. On his back, he carried an enormous set of steel scissors. They were about half the size of Wulf’s, but for the mousefolk’s size, they were about the same proportions. 

He’d found the Weavers Guild. 

At least, one of them. Not all were run by mousefolk, and not all were this small, especially in regions right with silks and other textiles. 

“Actually, sir,” Wulf said, “we came to see you.”

“Me? I don’t recognize you, and few would even know the name of Guardsman Bartholo! I don’t believe you.” The mousefolk man put his hands on his hips and narrowed his eyes. “Scram, before I cut out your eyes!” 

Feisty. But as far as Wulf could see, the guardsman wasn’t an Ascendant. No rank badge, no obvious Class. 

Still, he was starting to understand why Seith might have been unnerved by them. 

He glanced back at Kalee and Irmond, and they both shrugged—though neither of them looked concerned. 

“I came to see the guild,” Wulf said. “I came to offer my services in exchange for something, and I’d like to see someone who can make deals with me.” 

“I…I can’t just let you—” Bartholo sputtered. 

“Ah, sure you can.” Wulf reached out and pushed the trap door open all the way, then reached for the ladder down into the depths. But Bartholo drew his scissors from his back. 

“Wrong move,” Wulf said. As Bartholo drew his weapon, Wulf ripped open his haversack and drew out a wisp of a harmless seeing potion with [Arm of the Alchemist]. He directed a whip of pale gray liquid to deflect the scissors, then struck Bartholo in the chest and flung him down the ladder, before using the potion to attach him to a cold metal pole that ran up to the trapdoor. It was still cold enough to freeze liquid to the touch, and it kept Bartholo trapped near the bottom of the ladder. 

Wulf said, “Come on,” then descended the ladder. It wasn’t as dirty of a hole as he’d been expecting. Wood lined the walls, and candles flickered in sconces, lighting it dimly.

“You won’t get away with this, ruffians!” Bartholo exclaimed, pulling against the potion. Though Wulf had released the potion from his control, Bartholo was still stuck. 

“I’m not here to hurt any of you,” Wulf said. “Just wanted to make a deal.”

At the bottom of the ladder, they arrived in a long hallway with a low ceiling that forced him to hunch over. At least there were no hanging chandeliers. He turned his back to Bartholo and set off down the hall, with Kalee and Irmond close behind. 

“Hello?” he called. “Anyone else here? Anyone else reasonable?”

At the end of the hallway, they arrived at an intersection, with five other hallways leading deep into the ground. At the end of a few, Wulf spotted broad rooms filled with mousefolk sewing all sorts of clothes—he even noticed a few academy uniforms. Mousefolk carried around reams of fabric and enormous sewing needles, or buckets of thread and yarn.

But as soon as he stepped into the center of the room, footsteps thudded and echoed in the hallway ahead. Three guards, dressed the same as Bartholo, stormed out of the hall, followed by a fourth mousefolk with a bulging belly. 

The fourth mousefolk wore a green waistcoat and cloak, and carried no weapon. Still, judging by the way he carried himself, and the way he was dressed, he was at least someone important in the guild. 

“Halt, big folk!” a guard shouted, drawing his scissors. 

“They’re Ascendants,” another whispered. 

“What is your purpose here?” the mousefolk in the waistcoat asked. 

“Who are you?” Wulf asked. “We’re looking to speak with someone who can…negotiate a little.”

He considered for a moment trying to force his way in, find a library, or wherever this guild kept their books, but he didn’t know where in this winding underground maze to go, or if they even had what he wanted. 

“I am the head of the Whitesurge Weavers!” the mousefolk proclaimed. “Sir Till of Whitesurge. Now, make your negotiations, or leave. And beware: if you waste my time, we…we will hurt you.”

“...Yeah.” Wulf cleared his throat. “So, here’s the thing. I’ve got these scissors.” He motioned to his scissors on his back. “I’m looking for a guild combat manual. You wouldn’t happen to have any combat manuals for scissors, would you?”

“In exchange, we can…provide you potions?” Irmond offered. 

Wulf glanced over his shoulder. He hadn’t been planning on giving away their hand yet, but then again, it didn’t hurt. He wasn’t trying to be antagonistic. 

“In fact, we do have some combat manuals from the Centralis Weavers Guild. Big folk, they are, and not terribly useful to us.” Sir Till crossed his arms. “Still, I can’t go giving them away. My art is commerce, and to give anything, especially a book, is a great shame upon our guild.”

Wulf kept a straight face. “Cool. You want potions?”

“No.”

“Are you going to make me guess?”

“I want you to kill the river draugr.” 

Wulf raised his eyebrows.

“You folk are ascendants, aren’t you?” Sir Till asked. “It comes around every evening, sniffing for us. We’ve had to cancel all our nightly above-ground festivities because of its hunting. Killed two guardsmen, it did, and there’s nothing we can do about it. It’s too strong.”

“So we kill this river draugr, and you’ll give him the book?” Kalee asked. 

“That’s correct!” Sir Till exclaimed. 

“Then it’s a deal.” Wulf nodded. “We’ll handle your infestation, as long as it comes around tonight." It had to be tonight; he wouldn’t delay their journey any longer. “And you’ll give us a few combat manuals from the Centralis Weavers Branch.”

            

    
        Chapter 66: Draugr

    
    
    
    
                “What’s a draugr, then?” Irmond asked. 

They sat in the back of the wagon. It sat in the same spot as it had when they’d arrived, though now that the sun was dipping, the horses were getting a little antsy. They plodded at the dirt and whinnied. 

Night couldn’t come soon enough. Wulf just needed to get this over with, so he could get out and finally start learning to bond with his scissors. 

And when he thought about it that way, it just sounded all the more insane. 

Still, he occupied his time by preparing his golem. He’d kept a tincture ready, so that when he needed to dilute it, pour it over his golem’s head and activate the beast, he could. As he worked, he said, “A draugr is just a regular monster. Well, an undead monster, but they have no masters. They awake at night and wander around, hunting for anyone’s flesh to eat. And they can get quite large, especially if they’ve been terrorizing an area for a while.”

“Like this one has?” Seith asked. 

“Probably.”

“Don’t worry,” Kalee replied. “I’ve been looking for an opportunity to test out my staff. I won’t let it live past tonight, if it even does show up.” 

“You seem awfully eager,” Wulf said. 

“Hunting draugr was a Threnian ritual, and a bit of a pastime. I wouldn’t mind killing my first draugr.”

“You’ve never killed one before?” Irmond asked. “Can you like…even kill them if they’re undead?”

“I’ve never destroyed one,” Kalee said, “but I know how. We just go after its head and reduce its function until it can’t move, then we tear it apart and burn it as best we can.”

“That fills me with confidence…” Seith muttered.

“Just stay behind me,” Wulf said. “I’ll take most of the hits and dish out damage as best I can, but I’ll need some support. Undead can still get nasty if they’re too powerful. And even if not, we don’t want to underestimate them. I don’t want anyone getting hurt before we even reach Clegghold.”

He activated his potion, then used [Arm of the Alchemist] to open it. As he climbed inside, he registered a few eyes watching from around the ice-oak’s stump. Some mousefolk guards were peering out the trapdoor, watching to see if their hired hands would actually destroy the draugr. 

A faint voice, which sounded like Sir Till, called, “Good luck! It should be coming any minute now!”

Wulf gave a casual wave, then said, “Seith, when the draugr comes, take the horses over to the tree, then come back to join us. I don’t want our only rides getting hurt in the chaos.”

“Got it,” she said.

“Guys…I don’t think we’ll have to wait long at all,” Irmond warned. “What’s that?”

A bulge had appeared on the muddy banks of the river. At first, Wulf would’ve said it was just a stone covered in silt, but it kept growing and growing—even as he watched. Bubbles seeped out from the dirt. 

Wulf rammed his legs into his golem, then slotted his arms in. “Alright, Seith. Go, go!” As the golem was closing up, he jumped off the back of the wagon and snatched up his scissors. Seith snapped the reins, and Irmond and Kalee jumped off as well. The horses trotted off, and Seith steered the wagon back toward the tree. 

Ahead, the dirt bulge burst, spewing river silt and mud all the way up the shore. A few specks landed on Wulf’s face, but he blinked his eyes clear and wiped the mud off his helmet with the back of his hand. 

A lumbering beast nearly twice Wulf’s height rose up from the shore. It was the shape of a man, but with decaying, gray skin, long hair made of riverweeds, and rushes growing from its back. A single antler poked out the side of its head, and its gouged out eyes turned right toward them—looking without looking. 

Mud sloughed off its body as it lumbered up the shore…and the smell. If Wulf hadn’t been used to nausea by now, he probably would’ve lost his supper, but it was exactly how he imagined rotting seaweed would stink. He hadn’t ever smelled rotten seaweed, but the odour was briny, faintly salty, and deathly. 

The draugr craned its head back and let out a deep bellow, then charged forward. It moved surprisingly fast for a beast of its size, and behind it, it carried a riverboat’s anchor on a chain—probably a weapon. 

Sure enough, as Wulf stepped back, it swung the anchor—a couple tons of rusted steel—like a flail. 

Wulf ducked away from the swipe, then held out his hand and scanned the beast, trying to identify how strong it was. He willed the stones of his golem’s gauntlet to part, allowing him a view of his enchanted parchment. 


[Draugr – Low-Bronze]


The last monster he’d fought was the widowlob, and it was only a tier weaker than this. And back then, he’d only been a Middle-Coal. Besides, now, he had his team with him. 

“Alright,” Wulf said. “I’ll keep it busy. Kalee, Irmond, see how much damage you can do before Seith gets back. You think she’ll be mad if we kill it without her?”

“Probably until she smells it!” Irmond exclaimed. Still, he drew an arrow and nocked it in his bow. 

Wulf darted to the side as the draugr dragged its anchor back. It bellowed again, making the stench worse, then reeled its anchor in. 

Wulf aimed for its legs. Even in his golem, he couldn’t comfortably reach its vitals—or where a human’s vitals would’ve been. Whether it had those or not anymore, only the Field knew. 

Opening his scissors, he darted around the beast’s back and cut through its thighs. It spun, trying to turn and hit him, but when it slammed its anchor down again, it had missed entirely. 

Still, he hadn’t cut deep, either. 

Kalee, standing higher up on the bank of the river, slammed her staff down. She called out a spell in the Mage’s language, and lines in her staff lit up orange. Sparks puffed out the top, and a runic circle appeared beneath her. 

As if buoyed by a wind current—or, more likely, gravity beneath her feet had just turned off—she hovered up above the ground. Another runic circle appeared beneath the draugr, and an invisible wedge of force blasted down on it. The rushes on its back parted, as it something was trying to cleave them apart. 

Wulf targeted its already weakened leg, then, snapping his scissors back together, swung them like a hammer and swept the draugr’s injured leg from beneath it. It fell to a knee, but its already damaged leg splayed out backward, now perfectly vulnerable to the meddling of Kalee’s magic.

In an instant, the leg snapped. There was no blood, just putrid mud in its veins. The draugr let out another howl, but it was as good as beaten. 

Now that it was at their level, Wulf flipped his scissors over and bashed the draugr in the forehead with the handles, sending it sprawling backward in a heap. The enhanced wedge of gravity kept it down, but there was nothing to split it open. 

“Irmond!” Wulf called. “Keep its arms busy! Make it protect its head! I’m going to put a hole in its chest, so Kalee can rip it in two.”

“Got it!” Irmond fired an arrow at the side of the draugr’s head. He activated a skill, and the arrow blasted off his bowstring with such speed and intensity that it split the air and let out a boom. It kicked up a trail of loose snow, then pierced straight through the side of the draugr’s head. 

Sure enough, that didn’t stop the beast one bit. It didn’t have anything in its head to function. But still, it raised its arms to protect itself, and at that moment, Wulf rushed forward. He slammed his scissors down, point first, and wedged them into its chest. 

Then he kept moving, and just in time. Kalee created another gravitational wedge above the draugr, and the impact split it in two, starting at the wound Wulf had created. It was like cutting a tomato—much easier to slice in half if you made a small incision first. The monster’s legs and arms still flailed, but it wasn’t going anywhere. 

When Kalee’s runic circle faded, Wulf approached, splitting his scissors apart, then hopped up onto the upper half of the draugr’s chest and, like he was about to trim a branch off a tree, positioned both blades on either side of its neck. In a single crushing quish, he clenched the blade’s shut and cleaved through the beast’s neck. Its head rolled to the side, and slowly, its body fell still. It still twitched a little, but all in all, they’d incapacitated it. 

But the scissors…they buzzed in Wulf’s hands. The xerion trembled slightly. He’d just killed a beast with scissors, using the blades how a scissors’ blades were supposed to be used, and that had to count for something. The material trembled beneath his hands, and it might have just been his mind, but when he tried to close them again, they didn’t feel nearly as resistant and sticky. 

Sure enough, the Field agreed: it had to count for something. His bracer trembled, and a message scrawled across the enchanted paper:


[Repurposing] You used a crafting tool to defeat an enemy, when a weapon would have been just as effective. Your strength and speed have increased. 


A simple Mark, but he’d take it. Having a slight increase in his strength and speed couldn’t hurt anything. 

By the time Seith returned, she was panting. She slid to a halt in front of the draugr’s split body, then said, “What did I miss? You…killed it?”

“By the Field,” Irmond said. “These two made such quick work of it.”

“It wasn’t that strong,” Wulf replied. 

“Yeah, only Low-Bronze,” Irmond said. 

“Not sure if you remember, but as a Middle-Coal, he took out a High-Copper widowlob. Alone,” Seith reminded him. “It reeks.”

“Undead tend to do that,” Kalee said. 

“I think we can leave this for the Weavers to burn, don’t you?” Wulf added. “We’ll have to let it dry out, anyway.”

Wulf flicked the mud off his scissors, then marched back to the Weavers’ trap door, where Sir Till was looking out the opening at them. 

“Evening, Till,” Wulf said. “The draugr is no more, so long as you burn its corpse in a few days. Otherwise, it might twitch itself back to the water and wake up.”

Sir Till’s eyes widened. “That quickly?” 

“Indeed. We’re good at what we do. Now, our deal?”

“Aye, I’m a mouse of my word.” He reached into a pouch inside his waistcoat and produced a leatherbound book with scissors engraved on the cover, but waited for a few seconds. “Though…get your skyhorn friend to carry it, until you wash off. No need to ruin a good big-folk book, now. That’d be such a waste.”

Wulf nodded. “Thank you.”

They still had a week before they arrived in Clegghold, and that meant there was plenty of time to try learning it, at least. 

            

    
        Chapter 67: I'm Ready

    
    
    
    
                They travelled through the night, until they arrived at a village called Near-Clegg. Not a creative name, but it made an excellent signpost for travellers. 

And, most importantly, there was a bathhouse. 

Of course, they’d cleaned off in the river, but there was still some lingering muck, and Wulf just felt dirty. 

After cleaning off and eating breakfast, they set off once more. There was little time to waste in the village, and no one seemed terribly interested in talking, especially considering how close their next confrontation—and what they were about to do—was. 

Once they were off, Wulf found a trail that had been kept clean of snow, and was mostly paved. It was wide enough for two wagons across, and they passed a few other travellers. But it wasn’t busy enough that he couldn’t spend a little time reviewing his newly acquired book. 

The Centralis Weavers Guild was a guild of respectable size, located on the distant continent of Centralis—where the larger, more populous cities and centers were. According to the book, their guards were all Ascendants, trained to Wield scissors—they symbol of their guild. Since the guards were most likely to be Pilots of small golems, the combat styles would work for him. 

At the start, it described the basics of wielding scissors, and sure enough, the weapons he owned were a type that the manual acknowledged—“heavy scissors”, it called them, being slightly larger and broader than some of the “duelling scissors” they gave to other guards. 

He flipped to a later page, where it began the basic forms and footwork of heavy scissors. He couldn’t practice yet, but he could review it. 

At midday, though, when they stopped to eat, he began practicing. Though he worked without his golem, he just practiced footwork while the others watched. Moving in square patterns, then in arcs, simulating circling opponents. A lot of it, he’d picked up on naturally in his last life, but there were minor changes, like turning slightly as you opened the scissors, giving yourself a better angle to cut an opponent with them. 

“You missed a step,” Kalee said. She was currently holding the book, and drilling him on the steps—or making sure he was doing it right, at least. 

“Whoops,” Wulf muttered. “Fixing that.” He added a step to the current arc he’d been practicing. 

As he practiced, a warm breeze swept across the land. In a matter of minutes, it turned to a howling wind, but it was still warm. As he practiced, Wulf pulled off his coat. 

It’d take lots of practice and review, and he didn’t expect to master anything in a week, though he could keep working. He’d learned good ways to develop habits and skills in his past life, if nothing else, and he could apply those strategies to his younger self. 

For one thing, he knew there was no substitute for continuous practice and immersion, so as the wagon continued rolling along, he dove back into the book and read as much as he could. 

“Wulf?” Kalee asked late into the afternoon. The sun wasn’t dipping as low so soon, so it was probably later in the day than they all assumed. 

“Yeah?” he asked, looking up from his book. 

“Do you think we can change anything? Do you think we can actually alter fate?”

“Why do you ask?” He closed the book and looked back. Even though it was late in the day, the warmth was persisting. A chinook cloud hovered in the sky. But this type of abrupt weather change was normal for the Confederacy, and it very well could have been the end of winter. 

“It’s not because I got caught up in my books, was it?” Wulf asked. “Didn’t…didn’t really mean to do that. But I promise, once I get my feet under me with my combat training, I won’t forget the other parts of my life either.”

I’m determined not to let my life end…alone. Not this time. 

Kalee sighed. “Well…yeah. I was thinking that. But, other things, too. I know what I said about Arotelk, but…thinking about Ján…what if everything is destined to end up the same one way or another?”

Wulf shrugged. “The Field doesn’t control destiny, far as I’m aware. It controls magic, and magic is a tool to alter your destiny. But it’s just a tool, and a tool doesn’t control your destiny.” He winced. “The world can be a cruel place, and there are cruel, evil people. I wasn’t strong enough to save Ján, but we can become strong enough to save the rest of the world. I don’t know if anyone has beaten the demons, or how hard we’ll have to work to do it, but I’m willing to.”

“You’re sending mixed messages,” Irmond said. 

“Well, consider this: just because I work hard lots of time doesn’t mean my life has to be devoted to working hard. It can be about other things, too. Like…alright, are you guys going home for summer?”

“I didn’t plan on it…” Kalee said. 

“Neither did I,” Irmond said. 

Seith shrugged. “I doubt any of my siblings will be home, and dorms stay open, so…yeah.”

“Alright, so then when classes are over,” Wulf said, “we can use that spare time that we’d have spent in lectures, or doing homework, and…hang out. Relax. What if we did this again, but took a trip to the sea or something? Maybe I’ll have enough silver.”

“I think you’re glazing over the part where we’re probably going to get expelled for this,” Irmond said. “Most likely.”

Wulf sighed. “I…suppose. But regardless, we’ll have lots of time when we’re not working hard on our ascendance. Working hard doesn’t mean working constantly.”

“And besides,” Kalee said. “Learned this the hard way, but constantly working isn’t going to get you the best results. If you don’t take breaks, you’ll wear yourself thinner and thinner, and whatever you’re doing will suffer for it. You might not take in as much mana, might not get the Marks you want, or just lose the will to keep going.”

“That…that too,” Wulf muttered. He almost wondered if, last life, he’d have had the capacity to be stronger than he was, but he forced himself to keep working too hard and too long on the same tasks and burnt himself out. 

But either way, he knew what he had to do, and he wasn’t burnt out yet. He could rest in the summer, but not now. 

In the evening, when the mountains were much closer, they stopped beside the corpse of a fiend. It had made it pretty far, because Wulf couldn’t see any sign of an enormous sphere that it would’ve descended in. Definitely not in the one that had hit Arotelk. 

The fiend’s body had been stripped pretty clean, and now, teams of Artificers worked on taking apart its towering rib cage, looking for valuable resources. But most average people kept away from it, which made it a perfect spot for camping. 

Once they’d set up their tent, Wulf continued practicing with his scissors. 

“Need a sparring partner?” Kalee asked. She was already taking off her coat, though—probably anticipating the answer. 

Of course, Wulf said, “Yeah, I’d appreciate it. But…”

“Yeah, I know. Most of my Marks have been going toward mana and perception and force-affinities, now,” Kalee said. “As opposed to raw strength. But you shouldn’t be that much stronger.”

Wulf tilted his head. They’d see, but he had no intentions of hurting any of his teammates. 

“I figure I’m about the same,” Irmond said. “It’s no shame, Kalee, to have different strengths. Not always, like, strength.”

She sighed. “Sure. But I’m used to having decent physical strength as an Artificer. Enough to go toe-to-toe with a Pilot.”

“Knowledge and skill can also help,” Wulf provided. “Considering that I’m an alchemist, a crafter, I shouldn’t be very physically strong, except considering my feats, I’ve probably pushed myself in more of that direction. Still, I’ll get outclassed by most high-tier Pilots in strength soon, anyway. Without a potion.”

“Got any strength potions to spare, then?” Kalee asked. 

“I’ve got three more Yeti’s Authority potions,” he said. “And that was the last of my yeti-hunting ingredients. So if you take them now, you won’t have them available when we reach Clegghold.” He shook his head. “And all my other potions have poisonous side-effects, like nausea or just straight-up heart-stopping poisons.”

“Heart-stopping poisons?” Seith asked. 

“Poisons that…go after the heart. At Middle-Copper, it’s strong enough to kill a mortal non-Ascendant instantly.” He grimaced. “I can drink it with no problems, given my poison resistance, but I’d rather you guys not have to test out my potions. Not until you gain resistances of your own.”

“Then I’ve got just my staff,” Kalee said. She hoisted it up. “Practicing your defensive footwork?”

“Was hoping to,” Wulf said. 

“Then protect yourself.” She leapt forward, then struck with the staff. 

Wulf was used to just blocking. In his past life, he hadn’t been very nimble, so there was no point in trying to dodge. But even with the heavy scissors, the footwork still prioritized dodging.

He’d have to relearn and destroy a few habits, but he forced himself to follow the manual’s instructions. It resulted in a few sloppy steps, and a few moments where he walked right into Kalee’s waiting staff, but overall, he dodged a lot of her swipes. 

A lot. There were plenty that he had to block or deflect, and she attacked quickly. There were some that got through, and with old habits, he clenched up his gut and turned, lessening the blow. 

And, in the rare moments where he timed the footwork perfectly, he deflected and parried her attacks. Then, he hit with the blunt side of his blade. 

A single strike was enough to knock her across the camp and onto her back. 

Wulf gulped. “Are you—”

“I’m fine!” She jumped up to her feet. “Didn’t…expect that.”

“Kalee,” Wulf said, “you’re still very skilled. I didn’t know you were so good with a staff.”

Seith and Irmond snickered a little bit. 

“Doing what with a staff, I wonder?” Irmond joked. “You two need the tent to yourselves?”

“Alright, yeah, walked into that one.” Wulf rubbed his forehead. “Point remains, she’s a skilled fighter.”

“A staff was my weapon of choice in my last life,” Kalee said. “Which, I suppose I’m lucky, because Mages don’t get much choice.”

Wulf nodded. “Are you alright? Ready to keep working?”

“I’m very, very ready to hit you back,” she said. 

“I’ve taken plenty of your hits, thank you very much.”

“Well, you’ll get at least one more before the night’s over.”


            

    
        Chapter 68: Clegghold

    
    
    
    
                The wagon had been trundling through the mountains for a few days now, winding along paths and crossing over large wooden trestle bridges. Snow still covered the mountain trails, but it wasn’t as thick as it could’ve been, and in the evergreen valleys, the rivers were beginning to unthaw. 

It was spring. Animals would be coming out of hibernation, people would be celebrating that they survived winter, spring festivals would be beginning any time, but the demons didn’t care about such trifles. Humans’ schedules didn’t matter to them. 

As they wound along the side of a mountain valley, horses trotting on a pathway carved into the edge of a slope that overlooked a large river valley full of pine trees and the beginnings of the Whitesurge river, Irmond asked, “So…uh, how exactly are you going to steal the Silent Wraith? Like, how are you going to power it up?”

Wulf tilted his head. “Like we did with Vanguard. We’ll get in there, and turn it on.”

“Vanguard was easy to turn on, though,” Seith said. “It’d been used recently, it was designed for lower tier students, and it was already…just working.”

“You’re looking at a thousand-year-old Oronith,” Irmond said. 

“Probably more like four thousand,” Kalee said. “And it’s been sealed away in a mountain all this time.”

“I imagine its internals will require a little shifting,” Wulf said. He still held the wagon’s reins steady.

“A little?” Seith exclaimed.

“Alight, a lot,” he said. “But either way, it won’t matter. My storage core is large enough for this. As long as I can…turn Silent Wraith into a potion, I can manipulate it. I can shift around components and allow access to different parts. I can move them and join mana conduction lines. If we can’t get it running, no one can.”

“What about its mana pools?” Seith asked. “They’ll be empty after all this time, and instead of trying to circulate mana through the Oronith, you’ll have to fill its pools first, which are massive.”

He shrugged. “I should have a solution. If they work anything like the storage constructs, which I’m pretty sure they do, I can manipulate the Field.”

“You kinda scare me sometimes…” Irmond said. 

“But there is one thing we’re going to need,” Wulf said. “I was thinking we’d pick it up when we reached Clegghold. I imagine that it’ll be easy to find and acquire…but we shouldn’t delay.” 

“You can’t just say that and not tell us what it is,” Irmond said. 

“I could.” Wulf paused for effect. “But I won’t. That’d be mean.” He looked back and shot them a small smile. “I need a deepstone pacifier.”

“Hm?” Seith tilted her head. 

“There should be a few prototypes being worked on in Clegghold,” he said. “Simply put, deepstone is naturally volatile. If we try to start up the Silent Wraith, the deepstone that makes up its main form—which has a thousand years of pent-up volatility—is just going to explode. We’ll use the pacifier and slowly release it as we’re starting the Wraith, and it’ll allow the deepstone to adjust to its new environment.” He sighed. “And be more receptive to my potions.”

“How’re we going to get it?” Kalee asked. 

“Well, there should be a warehouse on the east end,” Wulf said. “I believe. It stores stone-aspect materials, and there should be a few experimental Artificers there. As were most warehouses of this era, best I recall. They were working on all sorts of inventions.”

Kalee sighed. “So you’re just going to steal valuable, experimental equipment from guild Artificers? They’re probably affiliated to a guild, right?”

“Correct on the guild part. But we’re not going to steal anything.” Wulf patted his haversack. “We’re going to trade for it.”


~ ~ ~


Clegghold had no walls, but a ceremonial gate beckoned travellers into the north end of the city. It stood on the valley floor, looming ten storeys above the road. Columns flanked the brick trail, each as thick as an Oronith’s leg, and a flat slab of stone crossed overtop, marked with ancient runes. They said something, but Wulf couldn’t read it. 

Besides, he was more interested in the Oroniths looming on either side of the gate. They were made solely out of deepstone—not like Scarlethorn or the Fist of Bellar—and each one carried an enormous shield and spear. If Wulf hadn’t known better, he’d have assumed they were simply decorative statues, but every so often, they swayed in the wind. 

Out of curiosity, he assessed them with the Field:


[Right Spear of Clegghold (Middle-Iron Tier Oronith)]

[Left Spear of Clegghold (Middle-Iron Tier Oronith)]


Not much better than Vanguard would have been. He pursed his lips, somewhat intrigued, but soon, the wagon passed through the gate beneath them. 

They’d descended to the valley floor earlier that day, and now, it was midday. The sun didn’t exactly loom overhead—it was still Secondmonth, after all, and the sun was low on the horizon—but it was still bright enough in the valley. 

The mountain walls peeled away, expanding from a valley into an enormous crater. Towers filled the west side of the city, their glass windows glistening and carved marble facades glowing in the sun. Their roofs were shingled or thatched, and bridges spanned between them. Raised roads allowed wagons to traverse high above the warehouses of the western half, and thrustwings circled above, carrying letters and parcels. 

Wulf’s mouth was probably hanging open, but thankfully, he was facing forward. None of the others would see.

It wasn’t that he’d never seen a city like Clegghold before, but seeing it in its prime, in its golden age, was different altogether. He steered the wagon into a line of traffic on the lower roads, then slowed the horses to a trot to match their speed. 

There had to be hundreds of wagons. Most carried ores and lumps of deepstone on heavy wagons—borne by teams of four or eight oxen. There were a few carriages with dark windows and closed tops, giving the passengers privacy, and a few wagons carrying piles of raw spices. Heaps and heaps of orange or red powders from distant lands, or vegetables he’d never even heard of before. And…were those pineapples? He couldn’t say he’d ever tried a pineapple—

Stay focussed. You can explore the city later. 

At the center of Clegghold was a mountain lake. Its waters glistened turquoise, and a promenade ran around its sharp, man-made edges. Wulf steered the wagon down a thoroughfare, aiming for the lake at the center, which acted as an enormous roundabout. 

And, in the very center of the lake, stood three more Oroniths, watching over the city. The three of them held swords, and though Wulf was too far away to assess them with the Field, they looked about the same strength as the outer guards. 

They weren’t special—they probably hadn’t been in enough fights to earn a reputation and become special—but they’d still do their job. 

Even approaching the city, without entering the downtown area on the west side, the buildings were about five storeys tall, and they rose up on all sides, sometimes even leaning over the street. 

Street performers, vendors, cooks, and other minor artisan Ascendants peddled their wares on the street, approaching the wagons or carriages. But no one approached Wulf’s wagon. 

“We look that poor?” Irmond asked. “I suppose, if father caught me travelling like this, it’d be hells to pay.”

Wulf rolled his eyes. “We’ve been travelling for a month, and I’m sure the wagon and horses still have some residual draugr stink.”

Even if it had been a week since then, that stench had been all-penetrating and foul. 

But, then again, they were entering a massive city. It had probably two hundred thousand inhabitants, and though there was a sewer system for the humans, there was nothing to be done about horse droppings roasting in the spring sun. People had probably gone nose-blind to it. 

“Let’s just find this warehouse of yours,” Kalee said. “We’re late, and we’ve arrived just in time. Wulf…if I’ve kept track of the date right, the demons should be coming in the evening. As soon as the sun sets, the spheres started falling.”

He hung his head. Admittedly, he hadn’t kept perfect track of the time. They’d planned to arrive early, but then again, Umoch had come and caused problems for them. It slowed them down. 

“Damn it…” he breathed, then looked up at the mountains. Beyond the east side of the city was the Slumbering Peak—the tallest, loneliest of the mountains. Most of the others seemed to be leaning away from it, whereas the Slumbering Peak’s tip bent forward and loomed over Clegghold, like it had fallen asleep standing up, and its head had lolled forward. “That doesn’t give us much time to get the Wraith started.”

“Then you better get this deepstone pacifier quickly,” Kalee said. 

“I plan to. I’ve already got the potions ready to trade.”


~ ~ ~


Wulf navigated the wagon through the warehouse district. He stayed on ground level, taking the more precise roads, where cargo wagons transported goods between workhouses and their eventually storage locations, or shipped them out of the city—they’d continue east to the ports, or spread out all through the Confederacy. 

He pulled his wagon to a halt in front of the Deepstone Mining Guild’s construct warehouse, then leapt over the side. 

If he timed it right, they should be just in time. He ran around the side of the warehouse and aimed for an alleyway between its barren stone walls and another large stone warehouse, then hunted for the scent of pipe smoke. Mr. Illis, a head Artificer at the guild, should be heading outside for a daily smoke. 

Sure enough, halfway down the alley, a man in a white coat leaned against the wall, striking a flint and trying to light his pipe. 

“Mr. Illis!” Wulf called. He motioned for the others to step back and return to the wagon. “Sir!”

“Hm?” The Artificer looked up from his pipe, then turned to Wulf. “Do I know you, boy?”

“Uh…no.” Wulf cleared his throat. But you will know of me. You did know of me…in the future, I suppose. 

Mr. Illis was Lisa’s father, and though he hadn’t yet met Lisa in this life…he had learned a little about her father and gotten to know him. 

“Sorry, sir,” Wulf said. “I’d just heard of you and one of your projects. From an, uh, friend. But it’s an emergency, and I could really use some help right now.”

            

    
        Chapter 69: Mr. Illis

    
    
    
    
                Mr. Illis tucked his pipe away, then faced Wulf. He was a short man, almost as short as a dwarf, despite being human. His long gray-brown hair tumbled down his back, unrestrained by anything, but he had no beard. 

And when he looked at Wulf, his eyes shone with intensity and dedication—which he’d apply to any task. In the future, that happened to be helping Wulf outfit Fiendhammer and make hasty repairs to it. But he wouldn’t know any of that. 

At the moment, there was just a young boy in a dirty academy coat asking for help. Wulf hated to do this, but he knew the man wouldn’t be able to resist. He’d feel compelled to help, and to protect the city, Wulf could exploit that. 

“Sorry, sir, but it’s…it’s really important.” Wulf added a fake pant to his voice, as if he’d ran all the way here. “I heard you’d developed a functional deepstone pacification construct. And…to save the city, we need it.”

Mr. Illis blinked. He held up his pipe, half in shock, then tapped it. “You’re an academy boy, aren’t you?”

“I’m Wulf Hrothen, sir.”

“Ah, I read about you in the papers. The boy who saved Arotelk. Though I’ll admit, I haven’t seen good old Emerald Vanguard march into the city.”

Wulf shook his head. “It got damaged, and we had to leave it behind…” He sighed. “You see, we’re technically on a mission from Dr. Langold. He has intelligence…from a source he wouldn’t tell me, that there’s going to be a demon attack here. And today. Specifically, in the evening—in about four hours.”

Mr. Illis reached up and rubbed his forehead. “Ah…Langold. He and I go way back, you know. We studied together in our youth, when we were boys like you.”

Yes, Wulf though. I did know. You told everyone who’d listen. 

“I got myself a guild job, and he ended up in the Academy…” Illis mused. “Seems he’s doing more important work than I.”

Wulf inclined his head. “Sir, if you don’t mind, I don’t have much time. I don’t plan on destroying it, but I did bring something to trade with you—for your troubles. I know you could get in a lot of trouble for this.”

“Trade?”

Wulf pulled open his haversack and retrieved a pair of potions. “Again, for your troubles. A focus-enhancing potion, made from demonbone. I can’t make any promises about the flavour, but I imagine it would be helpful to an artificer. For…tiny runes, and stuff. And the second one, the magenta one, is a strength enhancing potion. I dunno if you’d need it, but I can see some uses.”

“As can I, my boy…” Mr. Illis stroked his chin. “Alright, boy, you’ve piqued my interest. And if Dr. Langold has sent you on this mission…well, he sent you on the last one, yes?”

“Yes,” Wulf lied. It might come back to haunt him, if Langold and Illis ever met again, but it was the only way to make this work. 

“Very well. I cannot resist those potions, either…I will meet you out front, and I will bring our pacifier to you. What…do you plan to do with it, my boy?”

Wulf looked down awkwardly. “I’m…uh, I’m going to take control of the Silent Wraith.”


~ ~ ~


In a half hour, Mr. Illis appeared at the warehouse’s main entrance. Through the small windows beside the cargo gate, Wulf spied Mr. Illis arguing with a few guards, but they backed away after a few seconds—clearly deferring to the orders of a high-ranking member. 

Wulf helped Illis open the cargo gate once the man unlocked it, revealing a small cart with a table-sized stone device atop it. It was carved in a seed-like shape, with a window inset in its center. Coils of metal ran behind the glass, and circles of runes surrounded the front window. 

“This is a pacifier,” Mr. Illis said. “And not the kind you stick in a baby's mouth. Get your artificer to fuel it, then gradually take away their mana, and you’ll ease the deepstone back into a functioning, non-destructive state.”

Wulf nodded. “Got it. Thank you sir.”

“Thank you for the potions. And send my regards to Dr. Langold, would you?”

“Will do, sir,” Wulf said. 

Together, the five of them heaved the pacifier onto the back of the wagon, then set it down beside the golem. With all the added weight, the bed of the wagon was beginning to bend, but it didn’t break. 

“Good luck, kids,” Mr. Illis said. “And I suppose I should start putting my equipment away, if what you say is true. Don’t need anything else valuable getting destroyed in the demon attack.”

“Anything else?” Kalee shook her head. “We’re bringing this back, sir. Hopefully in one piece.”

“Mhm,” said Illis, unconvinced. “Save the city, and I’ll tell the guild it went missing in the attack. Or, if there is no attack, I’ll get an early retirement. Either way, the guild has made me a fortune already!” He patted his belly and laughed, then shooed them away. “Now go!”


~ ~ ~


“That went surprisingly smoothly,” said Seith as the wagon rumbled through the city, aiming for the eastern gate and aiming for the mountain. The horses trotted along, faithfully lugging the wagon, but they had to be getting tired from all the extra weight. Wulf planned to set them free once they arrived. 

“Surprisingly,” Kalee echoed. 

“Yeah, but I knew him. Or, will know him,” Wulf said. “And I still lost two perfectly good vials in the process.”

“Not the potions?” Irmond asked.

“Eh, I can always make more.” He snapped the reins and steered around a slow cargo hauler. “Now, focus up. When we get there, we’re probably going to have to contend with some miners. It’s a dwarven guild, so they can be a little brash. Hopefully, by the time we get there, they'll be changing shifts. We'll just have to deal with guards." 

“We’ll need a distraction,” Kalee said.

"I think I can help," Irmond interjected. "A distraction? You think there will be hanging things on ropes? You know, important, fall-y things that will distract people when they hit the ground?"

"I imagine there'll be a crane or something," Wulf provided. 

"Ah, crane. Better way of describing it." 

"...Yeah. But can you hit a rope at a distance? That's a pretty small target." 

"I haven't missed before. Or...yet, in the time since I've met you. Besides, I've got a new Skill. An aim enhancing Skill." 

"Should've mentioned that sooner..." Wulf muttered. "But alright. It's a plan."

The entrance to the Slumbering Peak Mine was an hour's trot out of the city. The main eastern road branched, and one path led to the mine entrance. Needless to say, Wulf guided the wagon up to the entrance. 

It was a wood-lined opening in the stone wall. The road placed them at a steep incline, where the mine entrance—a two storey tall gap in the stone—led into the mountain. Torches lit a long hallway, which had two dwarven Ascendants guarding it. Cranes clung to the outside wall, reeling cargo up and down to higher openings. 

And, more importantly, a deluge of mortal, non-Ascendant workers poured out the hole. 

“Alright, Irmond you're up,” Wulf said. 

They still hid in the shelter of the woods alongside the path, and for a moment, no one would notice them. But that moment was fleeting. The dwarves—contract workers brought in to help improve the efficiency of the mines—would be getting closer. Eventually, one would notice and alert the mine. 

“Sun’s getting low,” Kalee warned. “Any minute now…”

“I’m going, I’m going!” Irmond insisted. He pulled his bow off his shoulder, slid an arrow onto the string, and lifted it. 

“Aim for that crane,” Wulf said, climbing into the back of the wagon and pointing up at the side of the cliff, where, on the very far side of the gate, a crane was lowering a heap of ore to the empty ground. “Can you shoot straight through the string and drop the cargo, no other damage done?”

“You got it.” Irmond pulled the arrow back. 

As he lined up the shot, Wulf climbed back into the driver’s seat. They were going to drive the wagon right into the mine, and he could activate his golem later—when the time was closer. 

Mentally, he took stock of his situation: his storage core was full. He had four vials of Yeti’s Authority potion in his coat pockets—one for each of them—and four vials of poison for himself to use. In his haversack, he only carried his single splatter flask, filled with a vein-clogging poison. 

That was for emergencies.

And of course, on his back, he carried his scissors. He was ready to go. 

Irmond released the arrow. It shot across the pathway, arced up, and sliced right through the crane’s rope. The ore crashed down to the earth, the cargo platform smashed apart in an explosion of splinters and dust, and most importantly, it made a rumbling boom. 

Both guards leapt forward from their positions and turned to face the disturbance, and the dwarven mine workers all jumped to the side of the path, looking at the fallen debris. 

Wulf clicked his tongue and snapped the reins twice, urging the horses to take off at a gallop. They picked up speed, and he turned the wagon toward the mine entrance. All the workers, in their dusty overalls, pickaxes and shovels resting on their shoulders, stared at the pile of ore. 

But Wulf would only have a few seconds before they started looking elsewhere…

The moment he drove the wagon through the mine entrance, the workers began gasping and looking around. A few looked up, and there were a couple more gasps. Wulf narrowed his eyes. They couldn’t have been looking at him. 

He pulled back on the reins, tugging the wagon to a halt. 

A deep, penetrating sonic boom split the sky, and, even from Wulf’s narrow vantage point of the mine entrance, he could see a streak of light blazing across the sky. Smoke trailed it, and he could practically smell the brimstone, even if it was probably a trick of the mind. 

The demons had arrived. 

The descending sphere smashed through a mountain on the opposite edge of the city, before crashing a few miles out in a plume of dirt and smoke and fire. 

“What are you waiting for?” Kalee exclaimed.

Wulf snapped the reins. “We don’t have much time at all. Let’s make this count!”

            

    
        Chapter 70: The Mines 

    
    
    
    
                The wagon rumbled down the mine entrance tunnel, travelling straight and without gaining or losing altitude. It was a completely flat approach, which was good for the horses. The wheels ground along the flat floor, and the clacking of pebbles rumbled through the hallway. Wulf nearly choked on the dust the horses’ hooves were kicking up. 

Shortly, the tunnel turned, curving slightly and delving down, before opening up into a broad cavern. It was a tall, vertical cavern, though still wide enough to fit a small village at its base. Overall, it was bottle-shaped, with torches and lanterns all along the walls—still blazing brightly in between the shift changes. 

There was one good thing about the demons arriving: watching the sphere descend would distract everyone and give them a little more time alone in the cavern. 

They’d need it. 

Wulf pulled the wagon to a halt, then steered it to the side as the hallway changed directions abruptly. The wagon tilted and nearly flipped, and for a moment, its back wheel hung off the edge of the ledge—a walkway spiralled around the edge of the cavern, leading hundreds of feet up and down. 

In the very center of the cavern was an ancient Oronith. Like the others, it was about thirty storeys tall, but it had a different form. Instead of plate and mail armour, its body had the appearance of a robed king. Instead of a pointed stone helmet, its head had been designed with a round helmet, a plume of black obsidian, and a large visor for the crew to see through. 

In its hands, it carried two short swords of obsidian, with some sort of black wood for handles. Each had a single cutting edge. 

It was almost like Wulf’s scissors had been sliced in half and separated into their different components. 

Deposits of purple crystal clamped onto the living statue’s upper body, holding it in place, and more crystal dust littered the floor. The wall directly ahead of it was made almost entirely of the crystal substance, and though it was dark behind the wall, Wulf guessed it was mostly dirt and sediment. Easy enough to bash through. 

Whatever had happened—and he wasn’t sure if he’d ever find out soon—this Oronith hadn’t been meant to stay in the mountain for so long, but it had been forgotten. 

“You’d better be worth it,” he muttered. 

“It could just be a really old Oronith,” Kalee pointed out. “Nothing special. And besides, it’s the crew that matters.”

“It’s rated for a higher crew, so it’s gotta be stronger. At least, by a little bit.” But now wasn’t the time for doubts. He pulled the horses to a halt. 

“Alright, Irmond,” he said. “I’m going to get you to activate the pacifier. Keep this ‘Nith from exploding on us. Slowly drain it.”

“Didn’t that Illis guy say something about having the artificer do this part?” Irmond asked. 

“He did, but I’m ignoring that.” Wulf shook his head. “You can fuel a construct still, right? You know how?”

“I…I can. But why me?”

“Because we need Seith elsewhere.” Wulf turned to her and plucked a communication construct out of the wagon’s back and tossed it to her. She pulled it over her head. 

“I’m helping warm up and repair the Oronith?” she asked. 

“Precisely,” Wulf said. “I’ll plug in and start filling up the mana pools, and once I have control of the Oronith with [Arm of the Alchemist], I’ll be able to shift things around and help you activate it.”

She nodded. 

“There’s just one problem, then,” Kalee said. “You need to treat this whole thing like one of your little golems. You need to turn it into a potion. Where are you going to get enough potion to actually do that?”

“I was worried about that too,” Wulf said. “But look up. There’s an extra neck of the cavern above us, and…I think there’s a vat of emergency coolant water there.” In case the Oronith overheated, some docks kept enormous cauldrons of water on standby in case they needed to douse the Oronith’s cockpit and give the crew time to escape with their lives. It wouldn't save the Oronith, but it’d save a team of valuable Pilots and Mages. 

“Do you have enough herbs to turn it into a potion?” Kalee asked. 

Wulf reached into his shirt and pulled up his storage pendant. “I’ve got a few herbs that need trimming in here, and a couple cauldrons of demon blood and flesh, which should be enough to get us a rudimentary potion.” 

He passed Kalee and Irmond a communication construct of their own, before pulling his own on over his head and activating it with a push of mana. Then, he activated his storage pendant, reached inside, and retrieved a tincture he’d prepared earlier in the week. He poured it over his golem’s head. 

Once he activated the golem, he opened it and slid inside, before sealing the panels over his chest. He stood up and hopped off the back of the wagon, then, with his scissors, cut the horses free. 

They trotted off the way the wagon had entered. Hopefully, they’d find shelter in some place safe, considering everything that was about to happen. 

Irmond was the only one who stayed in the wagon, sitting beside the deepstone pacifier with a hand on it. “Let’s hope this thing has enough range to work. Otherwise…we’re in trouble. You’re in trouble. I’ll be fine.”

“Except for a bunch of raining stones and debris,” Wulf reminded him. “It should have enough range. This thing looks strong enough to deactivate all the deepstone in the entire mountain. Now, let’s go.”

Slinging his scissors back over his shoulder, he set off down the walkway. He didn’t exactly enjoy the idea of spiralling all the way up to the cockpit, but if there was no other choice…

But when he, Kalee, and Seith had circled halfway around the Wraith’s bottom, they arrived at a structure of wooden trellises. It was a stairway, and it wound up the back of the Oronith. It passed between crystals and dodged the spikes on the back of the Oronith’s body, but it was the fastest way up. 

They ascended the stairway about halfway, but Seith stopped. “I’ll wait here. You guys go activate the ‘Nith from the top. I’ll need to be here anyway, to activate the main conduction channel.”

Wulf nodded, then continued on. He and Kalee rose up to the top, but it didn’t stop when it reached the back of the cockpit (though there was an open hatch waiting for them). It continued on into the upper narrow neck of the chamber. 

They continued until they reached an old, rusted cauldron. It was mounted on two swivelling arms and a set of chains to lock it in place. There had to be enough water within it to quench the thirst of an entire village—it was twice his height and twenty paces across. 

With his stone-covered fist, he smashed the surface of the cauldron. A thin layer of ice had formed across the top, but it was only an inch thick. 

He opened his pendant with a push of mana from his storage core—he had enough mana that consuming an entire potion just to open the pendant seemed like such a waste.

Kalee pulled the steelglass cauldrons out onto the platform, wrinkling her nose and wincing at the sight of the demon gore that he’d just been carrying around. 

“It’s a valuable ingredient,” he muttered. 

“You better not have been drinking this,” she scolded. 

“I haven’t been using it straight in any potions. I’ve been transmuting it immediately,” he replied. “Or, the Field has, using my Class’s ability.”

She sighed. Once both were out of the storage pendant, Wulf sealed it and put the pendant away. Together, they tipped the smaller cauldrons into the bigger cauldron. It wouldn’t be a strong potion, considering he hadn’t made a tincture or distilled anything, but it still would function. 

“Step back,” he said. “And don’t worry about the cauldrons. We don’t need those anymore.”

“Sure enough…” Kalee muttered. 

He reached out to the suspending chain on one side, and with his scissors, he chopped through the chain. The larger cauldron tipped, pouring a waterfall of grayish-black dilute demon innards onto the head and shoulders of the Silent Wraith. 

The liquid filtered through its form, seeping into the cracks and the openings between the deepstone panels. 

“That should be enough,” Wulf said. He and Kalee sprinted down the stairs until they reached the cockpit. He pulled open the hatch on the back. Its ancient hinges squeaked. Had they been normal metal, they probably would’ve been rusted in place, but best he could tell, they were quiversteel, and it didn’t corrode like other metals. 

The inside of the cockpit was much like Emerald Vanguard, though the visor was slightly more narrow, and there were a few more sheets of enchanted parchment hanging from the ceiling. They all gave blank readouts. 

Wulf knelt down. He opened up his golem’s chest enough that he could retrieve two vials of poison from his coat pocket, then downed them in a single gulp. His body strained against them, and his Marks churned, trying to fight it. Eventually, they overcame the poisons. His heart kept beating, and his veins didn’t clog with arcane poisons. 

An aura sprang up around him. He pressed his hand against the floor. Half-finished demon-blood potion was dripping from the ceiling and seeping through the cracks in the floor, filling the golem with strength. This was the closest he’d get with the time they had, and hopefully, enough of the potion had seeped through the Oronith’s major systems. 

He pushed the aura outward, then infused the potion with it, finishing it. A weak Low-Coal poison potion sprang up around them, and he took control of it with [Arm of the Alchemist]. 

“Alright, Seith,” Wulf grunted through the communications construct. “What do need to get this guy up and running?”

Wulf shut his eyes and extended his awareness. It wasn’t exactly the same, but he could still feel where the potion was, where it touched, and what it was controlling. He singled out panels and moved them out and away—but with a significant expenditure of mana. 

Seith instructed him exactly where and how to move the Oronith’s panels, allowing her to access the internal mechanisms. Rune-lines, conducting mechanisms, and more. 

“Half of this…I haven’t seen before. It’d take me days to make sense of all these functions,” Seith said after a few minutes.

“Can you get the main systems online? I can’t spare too much mana for this phase. We still have a fight to win, and I still need to activate it.”

“I can get the main systems up and running, I think,” she replied. “I’ll go as fast as I can, though I might need a hand…”

“I’ll help her out,” Kalee replied. “I can help a little, at least.”

“Please,” Wulf said. They were running out of time. The demons would be leaving their sphere and marching toward Clegghold as they spoke. If they spent too much longer getting the Silent Wraith running, it’d be too late for the city. 

            

    
        Chapter 71: Powering The Wraith

    
    
    
    
                For the next fifteen minutes, Wulf followed Seith and Kalee’s requests. He altered the Silent Wraith’s outer stone panels to allow access to the interior and the underlying constructs and components. They scampered around the outside of the Wraith, etching and fixing rune lines, rejoining mana conducting cords, and more that Wulf just didn’t understand.

He was glad he wasn’t an Artificer. As a crafting profession, he understood why it was much more prevalent than alchemy. But Alchemy just made more sense in his mind. Sure, there was lots to remember, but its underlying principles were simple. 

And you could go far simply by working with the Field’s will. 

“Alright,” Seith finally called through the communications construct. “I’m sending Kalee back up to you. That’s as good as we’re going to get it, and my preliminary tests show that it should at least run.”

“I’ll get it started,” he replied.

Though Wulf had spent nearly a quarter of his mana preparing the Silent Wraith, it was within the range of acceptable losses. Now he had to spend another quarter to fuel its mana reserves. He ran to the front of the cockpit, where a lectern-shaped block of stone stood in front of the visor. 

He placed his hand in the center, found a small socket, then, heaving a deep breath, poured mana out his hand. He fed energy deep into the Oronith’s systems and awakened constructs that hadn’t felt mana in ages. Power surged through its components, tracing lines and lighting up the runes blue. 

His perception traced the mana downward until it hit the stomach area, where it swirled around in a pool-like pattern. There was an enormous well of storage in most Oroniths, which usually came filled with mana. It allowed basic systems to stay powered, and it gave the pilot something to push. You had to fill a pipe with water before you could make it pour out the other end, and the same went with the Oronith’s mana conducting systems. 

“How’s it looking, Seith?” he asked. 

“The storage pool is filling up,” she replied. “I see no problems.”

“Alright, watch out. I’m going to release [Arm of the Alchemist] and conserve mana. Otherwise, I’m going to drain myself dry before the fight even begins.”

His storage core was now depleting at a noticeable rate, but he’d planned for this loss. It’d be about a quarter of his storage. 

By the time the well of mana at the Oronith’s gut filled up with his mana, he had just under half the mana in his storage core left. He knew it was full, because mana began leaking into the other components of the Oronith and circling around. 

Panels shifted automatically, returning to their positions. It was as if the Oronith’s underlying mountain giant took a gasping breath, then sighed. Its shoulders lowered, its fingers relaxed. It may not have been whole, but it was waking up. 

He ran back to the golem holding apparatus. Thank the Field they hadn’t changed in all this time, because he wasn’t exactly looking forward to giving himself another implant. 

Wulf slotted the connection needle into the back of his head, then pressed the socket tight to the holding apparatus. Immediately, a bolt of lightning shot through his body. His back arched. 

Mana flowed in reverse, roaring through the Oronith and searing his veins. He screamed, and Seith and Kalee and Irmond probably said something back through the communication constructs, but he didn't hear. 

He had to get that mana under control. It was ripping him apart. 

He clenched his teeth and envisioned it, trying to cram it into his core and force it back into the Oronith. It needed to go the other way. Fuel the statue, not him. 

But it was like floating underwater and trying to catch a bubble of air with your hand and contain it. The mana just didn't listen. 

But mana was simply an extension of the Field. A method of visualizing power. The Field itself understood desire, striving, and trying to meet your ultimate goal. 

In other words, the Field was backfiring and pushing right back into him. 

It would tear apart his fabric of existence. He couldn't let that happen. There was so much to do still. His friends might be safe for now, and Kalee might look after them, but who would be there for them when the world kept crumbling? Neither of them could do this alone, and he didn’t want to make her do this alone.  

And...what about all the sights to see? How could he just...die? 

No regrets? 

No. 

"I do have regrets..." he whispered. "That's why I'm here. To fix the failures of my past. I need to be more than just a warrior..." 

But right now... 

"But right now, they need me to be a warrior. A Pilot. A demon slayer." 

He clenched his teeth. This time, though, he knew exactly what he was fighting for. His mana stopped. The flow into his body reversed. His scream became a determined yell, and he pushed the mana back. It flowed smoothly from his core, then surged directly through the dream socket. 

His consciousness raced down through the Silent Wraith, outlining its form in his mind and synchronizing his golem with the larger Oronith. He understood where its limbs ended, where its feet stood, where the flowing stone panels of its false robes now swayed in an invisible wind. 

There were patches that were dark. His shoulder and neck were stiff, and he couldn’t unclench his fingers any farther. He was stuck holding the two obsidian short swords. But the legs were bursting with power. Stone muscles twitched, joints sparked, and runes glowed magenta beneath the armour as the dream-link strained to keep him joined. 

“Wulf, can you hear me?” Kalee called. 

“Are you alright?” Irmond demanded. 

“I’m fine!” Wulf called, drawing his attention back to the cockpit, but keeping the rest of the golem in his periphery. “Irmond, I’ve got it under control, and the deepstone is warmed up. I need you to shut off the pacifier and get back to the cockpit.”

“Got it,” Irmond replied. 

“Kalee, I’ll need you up here soon. Not sure how the mana sockets are going to line up.” Wulf looked over at the control apparatus beside him. 

“On my way,” she replied. 

“And Seith, get yourself to safety,” Wulf replied. “I’m going to smash through that wall ahead of us.”

The sheet of crystal on the far side of the chamber had better be breakable, and the mud and silt on the other side of it a thin layer. If he dropped the mountain on them, it’d end pathetically quickly. 

But the original builders of the Silent Wraith wouldn’t have trapped it in a mountain like this with no way out, would they? 

“I’ll be clinging on beneath your neck,” Seith said. “If you keep your head down, it should protect me.”

“Got it,” Wulf acknowledged. 

The sheets of enchanted parchment in the cockpit, like the other components of the Oronith, should have rotted with age. Now, the cockpit still did smell of old, dusty stone and mildew, and he was pretty sure something was growing above his head, in the mess of cords and tubes, but he couldn’t say what. 

The parchment status readout sheets only had mould stains in their corners, and they still functioned. Words scrawled across them, listing damaged functions and offline systems, not to mention warnings: 


[Warning: Your tier is significantly lower than the recommended tier of pilots.]

[Warning: Mana circulation weak.]

[Warning: Defensive systems inactive.]

[Warning: Perception constructs unavailable.]


Wulf ignored those ones. He didn’t need a fancy perception construct to figure out how to punch a colossal fiend. There was only that mattered: 


[Silent Wraith (Low-Silver Tier Oronith) has activated. Systems diagnostic complete. Overall body integrity: 75%]


As soon as Kalee and Irmond entered the cockpit, they pulled the hatch shut behind them. Irmond stayed at the edge of the room, and Kalee approached the Mage’s harness. She fit in, but barely, and her tail had to coil up over her shoulder to avoid breaking the rest of the harness.

When she plugged the sockets into her ribs and lower spine, her back arched too, and mana burned in her eyes. Like Wulf, she screamed. But he understood what was happening. They were trying to operate an old Oronith, which was much too strong for them, without any advanced preparation. 

It was simply up to their will. 

It felt like a lifetime. Wulf wished he could plug his ears so he didn’t have to hear her scream, but the golem’s helmet prevented that. He said nothing. If the experience was anything like what he went through, she wouldn’t hear him anyway. 

But finally, she pulled it under control. The light stopped blazing in her eyes, and orange pulses shot through the connecting cords and into the floor—and through the Wraith’s left arm, right down to its fingers. 

“You’re alright?” Wulf asked.

“I’m…good…” Kalee huffed. “A little warning would’ve been nice.”

“I thought you might have been expecting the same thing to happen,” he replied. “Considering you heard my experience.”

She sighed. “I suppose I should have.”

“Alright,” Wulf said, raising his arms as a test. Wraith’s arms matched him, moving at the same speed. Though he had to exert significant effort to move them, they moved smoothly, with extreme speed and power. The crystal formation clinging to the Wraith’s shoulder shattered, and the Oronith lurched forward. 

He bent his head downward. Irmond yelped and slid across the cockpit floor, but he braced himself beside the visor. 

Wulf’s feet slotted into the treads below. He tucked his head down, clenched his teeth, then said, “Seith? You safe?”

“As safe as I can be!” she replied. 

Wulf charged forward, breaking through the second crystal formation and ripping through the wooden platforms. He put a hop in his step, and it worked. His mana was still draining noticeably, but not as quickly as before. By his estimates, he had about a half hour. 

It better be enough. He stomped across the bottom of the cavern, turned his shoulder forward, and braced for impact. 

The crystal wall shattered, and a waterfall of dirt, sod, trees, and snow washed over them. 

            

    
        Chapter 72: Interruption

    
    
    
    
                Mana sparks rained down from the ceiling of the Left Spear’s cockpit. The floor cracked, and clouds of dust shot up, choking Stigand Horic. 

He’d been the Pilot of the Left Spear of Clegghold for five years now, but it’d mostly been a ceremonial role. No one was ever going to attack Clegghold, with it being nestled deep in the mountains of Istalis, far from the coast or any of the Confederacy’s borders. He’d been invited to parties, been introduced to a great many Ascendants, and of course, had the opportunity to train with some of the Confederacy’s finest instructors. 

But now, gravity pulled his body against his harness, making him slump forward as he and the Left Spear lay face-first in the muddy, snowy pass just outside Clegghold. Outside, stone boomed and clacked, fiends bellowed, and civilians screamed. 

Woldric, his brother, called, “Sti! Can you hear me? Get us up! Get up!” His brother was their Mage, and hung from the slot just beside—albeit without a golem. “They’re coming! They’ll crush us!”

Groaning, Stigand pushed the Left Spear up. He heaved with effort. Stone cracked, and he shouted. Pain seared his bones, and his ribs clicked awkwardly. Something was broken. The limbs struggled. His communication construct wasn’t working, but even if it was, their Ranger and Artificer were both dead. There was no way they’d survived two hits like that. 

Stigand’s vision swam. Mud and dirt sloughed off the cockpit visor. The glass cracked, and all the sheets of parchment throughout the cockpit spewed out mindless warnings about body and limb integrity. 

He hoisted up the Oronith’s spear, then shook their shattered shield off their arm. Ahead of them stood two fiends. They were about the same height as an Oronith, and the Field assessed them as High-Silvers. Too strong for a single Oronith to handle. 

But the Swords of Clegghold, the three Oroniths in the center of the lake, were all busy with their own fiends…four more fiends had them surrounded. Already, they’d destroyed one of the Swords. It lay half-submerged in the lake, its enormous stone body unmoving. 

Beside him, the shattered form of the Right Spear stood headless, unmoving. A fiend had ripped its head and shield arm right off, and the Oronith done for. 

A tiny, good-humoured voice at the back of his mind told him, Good riddance, those four were always annoying, but he shut the voice down. This wasn’t how he wanted to settle their little petty competitions. 

The Right Spear was gone.

Besides, after today, nothing was getting settled. He was going to die. The two fiends approached. 

They matched the descriptions of the fiends he’d heard from the first wave, but these were much stronger than the reports had indicated. And weren’t their wings supposed to be completely skeletal? Because these guys’ wings had the beginnings of a sinew mesh stretching across them. The cracks in their horned crowns glowed orange with magma, and in the light spring snowfall that had just begun, it turned to steam. Nevermind the clouds of smoke rolling off their bodies, a massive smokey, deathly beacon.

And he didn’t even want to think about the smaller demons marauding through the streets of Clegghold. He shuddered, and so did the Left Spear. 

He would normally have given his spear a cocky twirl, but today, he simply gripped it with two hands and resumed a fighting stance. 

“I don’t want to go, brother,” he whispered. “Not yet.”

“Me neither. But do you wanna back down?”

“I…can’t.”

“Neither can I.” 

No one was coming. They were doomed. But maybe they could die with just a little bit of dignity…

Both fiends charged together, bounding forward. One wielded nothing but claws, but the other held a burning, chain whip. Its links glowed orange and steamed as the fiend flailed it around. With each circle, it cleaved up a section of dirt and cast debris into the air. 

Stigand held out his spear, awaiting an impact, perhaps something that would spell their doom, but nothing came. A great boom resounded through the canyon, and a dark shape blurred in front of the visor. Streaks of magenta dream-link mana blurred past—the signature colour of a dream-link strained to its very maximum.

The first fiend hollered, then reeled to the side, struck by an enormous impact. It spun and landed on all fours. 

The other fiend stopped and turned, assessing the new threat. 

Stigand blinked. A new Oronith stood in front of him, its panels glistening with melted snow and mud in the dim night light. The Left Spear’s mana-lights shone bright across those sloping, robe-shaped panels and glinted off the obsidian helmet plume and daggers. 

“The Silent Wraith…” Woldric breathed. 

They’d tried to activate the Wraith a few times since it’d been discovered, and even on a dare—a competition between the Right Spear and the Left, but neither crews had been able to do it. 

For a moment, a surge of jealousy poured through him, but he caught himself. 

“Yes!” he yelled. “Kick their asses, whoever you are! Send them back to hell!”


~ ~ ~


Wulf hadn’t stopped to think about whether it was a good idea to charge right into battle, but there was no time to back out now. He’d sprinted across the city, jumping over buildings and stepping on the broadest streets, aiming right for the closest pair of fiends. 

In total, there were six, and all were High-Silver equivalents. That had to be because of their size. 

No matter. He’d do what he could. 

The Wraith held its short swords with a reverse grip. Wulf had to admit, he hadn’t exactly studied closely the part of the Weavers’ manual that discussed what to do with the scissors in a separated form. The Weavers’ scissors could split apart, allowing the user to use them as swords. 

Thankfully, he had studied it a little bit. Wraith was holding them in a correct position—a reverse grip. 

“Alright, explain that!” Kalee exclaimed. “Why’d you punch him when you had fancy obsidian swords?”

“Habit!” Wulf called back. “I’ll stick them in his gut next time!”

“You’d better!”

“Kalee, gravity, now!” Irmond shouted through their communication construct. 

The two fiends, now both closer to the Silent Wraith than the Left Spear, turned to face him. They stood in the mountain pass just outside Clegghold’s gate. There was nothing but a road, and Wulf could fight as he pleased without worrying about demolishing a city. 

The fiend with the chain swung it. Wulf raised his swords to intercept, but the chain wrapped around them, tightening around the translucent blades. One cracked. Sparks erupted out, and Wulf ripped the daggers free. 

Kalee triggered a spell skill, driving both fiends to the ground, and Wulf spun around, then drove both daggers into the back of the claw-wielding fiend. It screeched, pinned down by Kalee’s ability, and now bleeding out. He ripped the swords out and plunged them down again, piercing its carapace and shattering its wings. 

The beast fell still, but the other chain-wielding fiend was pushing up against the pressure of Kalee’s spell. 

“I can’t hold it for long!” Kalee shouted. “It’s too strong.”

Wulf had an opportunity to take out one fiend now, though. Just one more plunge of the swords, and it’d stop moving. 

“Wulf…” Seith warned. 

“Hold on! Either we take one out, or we have to deal with two at once, and they’ll take us out!” He drove the swords down at the same, using the footing the manual had described. The swords pierced the back of the demon once more. Columns of smoke spewed out at a greater velocity, and orange fire leaked from within it. 

He dragged the swords up, then gave them a flick, slicing all the way to the fiend’s shoulders. It stopped moving entirely. 

“It’s free from my spell!” Kalee exclaimed. 

Before Wulf could turn to face the threat, an impact struck them in the side. Wraith lurched to the side, Wulf shook in the harness, and his head impacted the interior of his golem’s helmet. Specks of light whirled in front of his eyes, but he had the wit to plant his feet down. They dragged through the mud, scoring massive trenches in the ground—but ultimately resisting the demon’s pushing. 

It swung its chain around and pulled it taught around Wraith’s neck. Stone cracked and melted, and Wulf’s golem, attached to him and bound by the dream link, constricted on his own throat. 

His eyes watered, and he reached up, trying to grab at his throat, but even if he could get a grip on the glowing chain, he couldn’t control the fingers enough to hold it. 

Then the pressure abated. 

The Left Spear drove its spear into the fiend’s flank, pushing it to the side. It let go of its chain and howled with pain and rage. 

“Kalee, can you help me split its skull?” Wulf asked. “Two blades, holding them upside down. Can you use a spell to pull them down into the fiend’s head and destroy it?”

“Got it,” she said. 

“Seith, Irmond, are you guys alright?” he asked. 

“I’m fine,” Irmond said. “But you better make this quick. The Oroniths on the lake are getting beaten pretty badly.”

“Just doing a damage assessment,” Seith replied. “But I’m alive.”

“Hold on tight, then,” Wulf said. 

Shouting with exertion, he pushed Wraith to a sprint, then pushed up and jumped through the air. He wouldn’t have managed the maneuver in Emerald Vanguard, but Wraith was built for this. It was nimble. A sheet tried to warn him that the mana-pulse drivers were unavailable, and that the maneuver was ill-advised, but he ignored it. 

He raised both daggers and aimed them for the top of the reeling fiend’s skull. Kalee triggered a skill, and a circle appeared beneath his arms. Gravity doubled on just his arms, dragging them down. 

The daggers slammed into the top of the fiend’s head and pierced its skull. More cracks ran up the blade, and vibrations surged through Wulf’s arms, but the fiend dropped dead instantly, sloughing off his swords, limp. 

Wulf turned, panting. “Damage report, Seith?”

“Our neck is in a fragile state. Overall body integrity is about fifty percent, and I’m rerouting a rune-line to keep your arms functional,” she replied. 

“Understood.” He turned to face the city—and the skirmish at the center of the lake. “We’ve got another party to crash.”

“Can you give me a moment?” Seith asked. 

“Can’t do that,” Wulf replied. “They need us over there. You have whatever time it take for us to get over there.” 

He cast one last glance at the Left Spear, gave the other Oronith a nod, then sprinted down the main thoroughfare toward the next battle. 


            

    
        Chapter 73: Rivalry

    
    
    
    
                So far, the three sword-wielding Oroniths at the center of the lake had kept their fiends busy, and the damage was minimal. As Wulf sprinted toward them, moving Wraith along, he assessed the situation. 

One fiend dead, three remaining. They’d lost one Oronith doing it. 

But even if they won this fight, if they lost too many Oroniths in the process…well, there were many, many more fiends than Oroniths out in the sky, wherever they came from. It wasn’t practical to take this many losses already. 

Not going to let them destroy another one today, Wulf vowed. 

The three remaining fiends looked mostly same as each other, except one carried a long spear, one had elongated, glowing claws, and the third had two whipping black tentacles instead of arms.

The Silent Wraith thundered down Clegghold’s main thoroughfare, sending vibrations through the streets and crushing swathes of smaller demons beneath him. He leapt over the lakeside promenade and landed in the lake, cushioning his impact in a crouch. A tidal wave splashed up onto the streets, and droplets washed up into the visor, turning his stone armour slick and shiny. 

Besides from the three sword-wielding Oroniths’ mana-lights, fires blazed around the city, and the fiends own glowing eyes, horns, and flaming core were bright enough for Wulf to see what he was doing. 

He waded through the waves, pushing toward the fight. The lake water didn’t buoy him as much as it would help hold a human, and it didn’t resist the Oronith as much as it probably would’ve resisted a human. 

Aside from his speed enhancements transferring to the Wraith, which the Field manipulated reality in order to let him simply move faster (and that meant manipulating and parting the water), the Oronith was just much bigger and stronger than a human. 

To cross the lake, Wulf maintained his sprint. The Fiends were distracted with the two other Oroniths. 

“Stab them first this time,” Kalee said. “No punching.”

“I’ll do my best,” Wulf replied, lifting his arms up. 

When he was within ten steps of the nearest fiend, he leapt forward, holding the short swords forward and targeting the nearest fiend. It was the fiend with the spear. He slashed across its back with one blade, shattering its wings and slicing their base, before plunging his other blade down in the exact same location. 

The fiend screeched and stumbled forward, right into the waiting longsword of a different Oronith. It jabbed its blade into the beast’s gut, and a spell skill triggered, forming a blue runic circle around the blade’s hilt. Blue flames sprang up along the blade and seared the fiend. It bellowed again in its deep, phlegmy voice. 

But that meant it wasn’t dead yet. 

The other fiends turned toward him—he was the new, strongest threat, and whether it was wise or not, they charged toward him. 

“Kalee, can you hold them back?” he called. 

“I’ll slow them!” she said. “Hold out your arm!” 

He pointed his right arm at the charging fiends, and Kalee triggered her spell Skill, forming an enormous circle beneath the fiends. It lit up the bottom of the lake and shone orange through the water, like a rift in the earth had just appeared beneath them. 

They buckled and crouched down under the added force, but they were much stronger than Kalee, and even with the Oronith’s amplification, she wouldn’t hold them for long. 

With his free arm, Wulf rammed his short sword into the back of the first fiend. It pierced the carapace in the lower back, but he dragged upward, shattering its shell and slicing its muscles. Halfway up, the old, damaged blade’s top quarter shattered, sending shards of obsidian slicing throughout the fiend’s body. 

The fiend let out one last screech before falling to the lake with a splash. 

“One down,” Wulf said. He gave the longsword-wielding Oronith who’d helped him a nod, then turned to face the others. 

The fiend with tentacle arms pushed to the edge of Kalee’s slowing field, and it whipped an arm out toward Wulf. A tentacle of black muscle and glowing orange veins shot toward him and struck him in the chest. He flew backward with the impact, tumbling head over heels, before righting himself and skidding back to the shore. 

In the time it took to right himself, the two remaining sword Oroniths converged on the clawed fiend and impaled it. It still writhed and shuddered, until the Left Spear charged across the lake from the other direction and put its spearhead through the fiend’s neck. 

The clawed fiend stopped moving entirely. Its head tilted back, its mouth slipped open, and it fell limp. 

One more fiend to go. They were going to win! 

As the others converged on the tentacle arm fiend, Wulf sprinted back across the lake, splashing tidal waves in his wake. 

A bolt of darkness descended from the sky, and a screeching, shattering sound roared with it. It beamed down and struck the Left Spear in the back of the neck. Already weakened, and already damaged, the Oronith's head slumped to the side. Its neck shattered in a puff of dust and stone, and it fell still. 

Caught by surprise, the two sword wielding Oroniths looked around for their new assailant, giving the fiend enough time to strike them both in the chest and push them down underwater.

They thrashed, but the fiend was strong, and it had leverage. The crews were going to die. 

"What was that?" Seith exclaimed. 

"It looked like Umoch's magic," Wulf breathed. 

"Above us!" Irmond shouted. "In the clouds! A Thrustwing was dipping in and out, and now it’s gone in the smoke." 

Wulf narrowed his eyes. Who else could that be but Umoch? A Mage with shadowy spell Skills? 

"What's he doing?” Wulf snapped. “Siding with the demons?" 

But Wulf couldn't let the other Oroniths get destroyed by the demons. That was his top priority. He could deal with Umoch later. He sprinted across the lake, holding his cracked blade out to the side. The fiend’s tentacles were preoccupied. 

When he was five paces away, poised to slash through the fiend’s shoulder, a second beam of shadow raced down from the sky, barely visible in the night. It was more like a physical column, only visible where it blocked the lights and fires. 

It smashed into his blade. The cracked, old obsidian shattered, leaving him only with a sharp hilt. 

But he’d already committed to an attack. He jabbed the hilt and the sharp remains into the fiend’s shoulder, but he couldn’t cleave through. The fiend leaned back and hollered, trying to throw him off. He wrapped his arm around its neck, holding it tight and locking it in place, then jabbed the broken hilt into the top of the fiend’s head. 

It was unwrapping its limbs from around the other Oroniths. Any moment, it’d reach up and grab him, and it’d be over. 

“Kalee, a little help speeding up my arm? I’m going to crack its skull.”

“It won’t kill it,” she warned.

“I need you to hit it with a gravity wedge afterward,” he replied. “Tear it in two.”

“Got it.”

He held his arm back, then pulled the struggling fiend closer with his other arm. Shouting with exertion, and pulling against his smaller golem, he slammed his fist down into the top of the fiend’s head. Silent Wraith’s forearm smashed one of the fiend’s horns, and the sharp hilt of the sword pierced into the top of its skull. 

Kalee increased the gravity beneath his arm, pulling it down faster. The skull cracked. 

“Now!” Wulf called. “The full Skill!”

“Wulf, the Thrustwing is swooping again!” Irmond warned. 

“Protect your neck!” Seith called. “He’ll be going for your neck next!”

Wulf considered covering his neck with his hand, but he stopped. Umoch was still no full-fledged Mage, and if he wanted to deal a crushing blow to Silent Wraith, he’d have to swoop closer. 

He had a chance to take out Umoch. After all the boy had done…

Wulf pushed the tentacle fiend away, and Kalee bludgeoned it with invisible force, shattering its skull and threatening to rip it in half. It released the pinned Oroniths and reached up, trying to protect its head, but it was too late. In an explosion of smoke, fire, and black blood, Kalee’s wedge tore it in two. 

Meanwhile, Wulf swept his arm backward and swivelled, panting with exertion and forcing himself to turn. A tsunami of waves washed over the Oronith’s lower body, and he slapped his arm through them. 

He didn’t register any impact, but then again, hitting a bird, no matter how big and strong Thrustwings were, wouldn’t feel like much. 

“Is he still there?” Wulf asked. “Irmond, do you see him?”

“I can’t—wait! In the water! You hit the bird! It’s down!”

“What about him? Is it Umoch?” 

“I can’t tell, but he’s swimming toward us…he’s holding out his hand, preparing another spell Skill!”

Now, Wulf raised his hands and covered the back of his neck. A beam of darkness ripped up from the waves and blasted the top of his hand, scoring across, and, though it wasn’t a good angle for attacking the Oroniths, it still scored a line across the back of Silent Wraith’s neck. 

He hadn’t gotten Umoch just yet.

Normally, that wouldn’t be enough to destroy an Oronith. A Mage alone, unless they were an Orichalcum-tier, wouldn’t be that strong. But the Wraith had just fought three Fiends and had taken a beating. This was the last straw. 

Wraith wasn’t destroyed, but it was out of power. Deactivated. It would need repairs.

Pain surged across the back of Wulf’s neck, and he imagined that would be how it felt to have his head severed. It was the pain of losing your connection to your Oronith without your conscious choice. 

The runes dimmed all across Wraith’s body, and its arms fell limp. The dream-link severed, but the pain remained for a few seconds. He slumped forward, and through the mental blur, pulled himself out of the harness. The harness caught on the corner of his golem, ripping the shoulder off, and tearing his shirt and skin below. His rank badge shattered. 

“We’re dead in the water out here!” Seith called. “Literally, this time!”

“Get back to the cockpit,” Wulf replied. “I’m out of the control apparatus, and I don’t think Wraith is going to move again today.”

Wulf pushed himself up and looked forward. The fiends were dead, and the other Oroniths were pulling themselves out of the water. Lake water washed off them and poured out of the cockpit, and Wulf half imagined their Pilots gasping for breath. 

They’d dealt with the fiends, sure. But it wasn’t over yet. Hordes of smalle, human-sized demons surged across the water, half-swimming and half climbing on top of each other, and most drowning as they surged toward the biggest, most appealing targets. 

And worse, when Wulf staggered forward to the cockpit glass, Umoch was getting closer. 

There was no one else it could be. White shirt, academy uniform, dark hair. Shadow magic. Who else would follow them out here just to cause them trouble?

It was time to put this rivalry to an end.

            

    
        Chapter 74: Vengeance

    
    
    
    
                Wulf turned around in the cockpit, taking stock of their situation. “Anyone get any Marks?”

“We’re still in battle, according to the Field,” Kalee said. “It must’ve registered Umoch as a contender in our little squabble with the fiends.”

Wulf scowled. The boy was literally throwing in his lot with the demons just because of a petty squabble. 

He rolled his shoulder. It stung where the harness had caught him, but it still worked, and he could still move the rest of his golem. He pulled his scissors off his back. “I’ll deal with Umoch if you guys can keep the demons off me.”

By now, Seith and Irmond had dropped in through the cockpit’s back hatch, and they ran to the cockpit glass, standing beside Wulf. “We’ll get the little demons.”

He reached into his haversack and retrieved his Yeti’s Authority potions. He passed one to each of them, then downed one himself. “We’ve got ten minutes of these. Make it count.”

They nodded, and with a grimace, drank their own potions. 

Then, the floor of the cockpit shuddered. The entire Oronith shifted. 

“What’s that?” Kalee whispered. 

Wulf ran back to the cockpit hatch and climbed outside, then looked around. There were no more colossal fiends. Just…regular demons. Some had reached Wraith’s legs. And of course, Umoch was there. The little demons were still attacking him. He blasted some away, then scrambled up the side of the Oronith’s body.

The Oronith shuddered and tilted again. Without being able to reposition the Oronith…

“The lakebed is shifting beneath our feet!” Wulf called. 

The Wraith tipped sideways on the unsteady ground. Without a Pilot to keep it upright, it was as good as a statue—an enormous statue on loose ground. It tipped toward the shore, then plummeted shoulder-first toward the lake. 

“Get out of the cockpit!” Wulf called, then as the surface shifted and gravity allowed, ran around to the side of its head. Irmond and Seith were the next to escape, and Kalee climbed out last, only seconds before they reached the waves, holding her hand out. Wulf caught her wrist and helped her up. 

Water surged over the side of the head, and together, the four of them ran to the highest ground—the shoulder, now upright, like the Wraith was sleeping on its side. It wasn’t sinking anymore.

It made a small island in the middle of the lake, fifty paces down and ten paces wide, and elevated a few feet above the demon-infested waters. 

As the waves subsided, dark shapes—including Umoch—approached. He blasted a few demons away with small spell Skills, then hauled himself up onto Wraith’s shoulder, panting. “You! You stole an Oronith!” he gasped. 

“What are you doing here?” Wulf demanded. The demons were getting closer and closer. He stepped toward Umoch. The boy was drenched, but he wore a rank pin—Low-Copper. He displayed it proudly. 

Technically, a tier above Wulf still. 

Wulf tightened his grip on his scissors. “You weren’t helping the demons, were you?”

“I was stopping you!” Umoch shouted, a craze of desperation burning in his eyes. “You can’t beat me! You just…can’t! It shouldn’t be possible, for a lowling like you! But if I have to drop out, at least you’ll get expelled too. You stole an Oronith, and you—you failed here! You failed!”

“I clearly didn’t fail.” Wulf crossed his arms. “As you can see, the fiends are dead, and we saved three Oroniths.” He tilted his head down at Wraith. “Found another one, too, if you count this.”

Umoch shouted something angrily, then kicked the empty air. “Fine! I challenge you to a duel. Right now!”

“No,” Wulf said. There was no point. He might have been a High-Coal, but he was confident he could beat Umoch in their deal. 

“Yes, yes, you will fight me. No one tells me no.”

“I just did.”

The air cracked as Irmond fired a Skill-empowered arrow. It split a demon’s skull. The horde was getting closer. Kalee unleashed another skill, dragging a few demons below the surface and drowning them. But before long, they’d need Wulf. He had to make this quick. 

Umoch, apparently, wanted the same.

He sprinted forward, triggering a Skill. A shadowy axe appeared in his grip and he swung it at Wulf. Wulf leaned back and dodged, using the footwork he’d learned in the Weavers’ manual. 

Umoch unleashed a deluge of blows, but Wulf dodged or blocked them all. He deflected with the scissors, or caught the axehead between the blades. Umoch had more practice with an axe than Wulf did with scissors, and he was a tier higher, but he was also half-drowned and desperate. With each swipe, he shouted and cursed. 

It was quite the tantrum. 

But even a drowning rat could get lucky. When a stray demon gripped Wulf’s ankle, he stumbled. Seith used her wrist-blades to destroy the demon, but Wulf was on the back-foot, and Umoch slammed his axe into the chest of Wulf’s weakened golem. 

The golem sputtered, and his connection with [Arm of the Alchemist] faded. The Skill ended, and Wulf still pushed out of the golem, stumbling forward. 

His mana was an eighth full, at best. 

Wulf immediately triggered [Arm of the Alchemist] again and drew out his two poison potions to deflect Umoch's next attacks. The boy cleaved right through them. 

Wulf parried the blows with a desperate swing of his scissors, but Umoch kept slashing and hacking. Finally, a slice bit into Wulf's bare shoulder. Had it not been for his strength enhancements, he'd have lost his arm, but as it was, the axe still bit in a few inches. He yelled in pain. 

Reaching out, he punched Umoch, sending the boy sprawling back across the platform. Umoch kept hold of his axe, and it ripped free. 

Wulf stumbled back to his feet. He couldn’t wait any longer to advance a tier. Sure, expanding his storage core was important, but Umoch had forced his hand. Kneeling down, he slotted his fingers into a runic pattern in the gaps between two of Wraith’s shoulder panels. 

Normally, extracting the mana out of an in-use Oronith would be impossible, and Wulf wouldn’t get back all of what he had fed into its main mana pool. But Wraith had no Pilot, and the connection had been so abruptly severed. Not to mention, the mana wouldn’t vent properly through the regular channels, because of the damaged neck and the incomplete mana loops. 

In other words, he could draw the mana right out of it and back into himself. He’d become the vent.

He shut his eyes and drew on the mana, like he was pulling it from a storage construct. 

But he’d built up such high amounts of mana over many weeks, all to fuel an Oronith early, and tugging it all back into his body would be…almost too much to handle. 

And this time, he wasn’t putting it away into his storage core. 

He shut his eyes, clenched his teeth, and waited for the blasting pain of intaking way too much mana. 

But, considering all he’d done in the past few hours, it wasn’t even remotely as bad as the sensation of getting your head chopped off. Mana surged in, and he removed all the mental barriers that he used to direct it into his storage core. 

His eyes burst open, shining blue for a moment, before dimming. His enchanted parchment fluttered and words poured across it:


[Your mana has increased. Advancement progress: 249.8%]

[Your core has adopted an aspect.]

[You have a Skill upgrade available.]


Wulf didn’t need the sheet to tell him his core was gaining an aspect. In accordance with the Field, his main core, the relatively small orb of blue light, shifted in his mental perception. It became a ball of turquoise, then changed again to an orb of swirling, bubbling green. A neon, toxic green.

A poison aspect. 

He pushed himself back up and faced Umoch. “Two hundred and forty-nine percent, huh? What are the chances I’m a Middle-Copper now?”

He didn’t have time to worry about upgrading a Skill. Umoch was still standing there, across the shoulder, looking at him in shock. He grinned, then said, “I think you’ll find that I’m stronger than you. Care to back down?”

Umoch sputtered, “H—how! You shouldn’t have enough mana to fuel an Oronith in the first place, let alone the constitution to reabsorb the mana! That should have broken you!”

Wulf snorted. “Perhaps I’m just better at magic than you. Or maybe, just maybe, you’re not as good at magic as you think.” He crossed his arms, despite his shoulders painful, screaming protests. “I’m a Middle-Copper, and you’re a Low-Copper. I’ve faced much, much worse than you, and it didn’t break me. Give up.”

“Not to a dog like you!” Umoch shouted. “It’s a trick! It’s a mistake of some kind!” He raised his axe and charged forward. Wulf sidestepped, using the footwork he’d drilled perfectly into his mind, and adjusted his grip on the scissors, holding them perfectly. 

Instead of cutting Umoch, he clamped Umoch’s axe’s haft between the blades of his scissors and held it in place. Umoch strained, and the boy had enough Marks to make holding him back tricky, but Wulf released one hand and snatched the splatter potion from his haversack, then sloshed it over the surrounding hordes of demons. They hissed and scrambled, and the Field recognized tens of potion effects activating at once. 

Wulf’s own strength surged. He returned his hands to his scissors and gripped them tight, holding his hands exactly where the manual suggested, placing his feet exactly where they should be. 

The xerion resonated. It chimed with purpose, then sent vibrations through his bones, like it had just attached to his skeleton. 

It wanted to obey his command. It wanted to listen to his orders. He wanted to work with it. 

It was ready to conduct and store essences. Whatever its hidden property—and there was no time to check what that was—he had a feeling of what it would do. 

He shut his eyes, then focussed on the chaos in Umoch’s axe. 

And with a tug, he drew it out. The xerion rippled, barely fazed, barely reaching even a fraction of its storage capacity. 

The axe trembled, then exploded in Umoch’s hands. It would’ve sent the boy flying back across the platform had it not been for Wulf grabbing his hair and holding him steady. Then, he threw Umoch face-first into the ground, slamming his face into the stone. 

Umoch gasped and writhed. He snivelled, shouted, and cried all in an incoherent mess. 

“That’s for Ján,” Wulf snapped. “You’ve lost. Everything. I should kill you right now…” 

He pointed his scissors at the pathetic boy’s spine. 

Master Arnau had always said that to spare the guilty was to condemn the innocent. Umoch would deserve everything coming to him.

But Umoch was going nowhere. He was going to drop out, and he’d be stuck at Low-Copper for the foreseeable future. He wasn’t going to pose a threat to Wulf or his friends for any longer.

And he’d have to answer to his father. That would be a more satisfying annihilation than anything Wulf could come up with.

“...but I won’t,” Wulf continued. “You’ll have to live with this. You’ll have to go back to your father and explain that a Field pact with a commoner forced you out of the Academy. Find a way to explain that you’ll never even be on the crew of an Oronith. You just ruined your life, and that’s better than any merciful death I could give you.”

“Th—the term isn’t over!” Umoch exclaimed.

“You have a month and a half, and with exams…do you really think you can overtake me?” Wulf shook his head. “You’re done, and you know it.”

Umoch collapsed, letting himself fall face-first on the slick stone of the Wraith’s shoulder. He sputtered and sobbed incoherently, and Wulf turned away. 

He still had actual demons to clean up. 

            

    
        Chapter 75: The Return

    
    
    
    
                The demons, coated in Wulf’s potion, didn’t last much longer. After a few minutes, they cleared away the hordes approaching the fallen Oronith. The crews of Clegghold’s Oroniths descended to lend a hand, and then, when it was all over, they carried the five of them back to shore. 

Wulf kept an eye on Umoch the whole time, but the boy did nothing. He seemed resigned to his fate. 

When they returned to the shore, it seemed their diversion had lured out a great number of the small demons to the lake. Clegghold’s non-Ascendant guards and footmen marched through the streets, using their momentum to crush the demon hordes, and cavalry charged up and down the roads, cleaning up the stragglers. 

All in all, a victory. Some buildings had been trampled, and the colossal fiends had stormed a path through the city. There would be some fires to put out, but it was nowhere near the total destruction that Clegghold had faced last time. 

Finally, a pair of guardsmen found them, and when they identified Umoch, they dragged him away. He probably wouldn’t face any punishment for sabotaging the defences of the city, but it didn’t matter. Wulf had his revenge, and Umoch had someone else to answer to now. 

Wulf heaved a sigh of relief. He and the others stood around for a few hours, watching the moons rise and pass overhead, walking the lakeside promenade. 

When Wulf’s mind finally registered that the danger was over, he leaned against the railing overlooking the lake, admiring the fiend corpses they’d left behind. 

“We should get you to a healer,” Kalee said after a little silence. “You’ll need help.”

“I can hold on a little longer,” Wulf replied. “I’m sure there are worse wounds that need tending to.”

He craned his neck down, looking at his bracer, about to assess his status. But a voice called from behind, “You again?”

Four cats, two black, and two white, stepped toward him and his friends. He recognized Mantri, and Kalee’s Messenger was probably the same, but the other two—who walked straight toward Seith and Irmond, were new. 

“By the Field!” Irmond exclaimed. “Oh, it’s actually happening? A Grand Mark! I can’t believe it!”

“It’s actually coming to tell you to clean your armpits,” Seith muttered. 

“Oh, come on…” Irmond grumbled. “Your Messenger is going to tell you to get better at fixing rune-lines faster, then.”

“Low blow.”

“Well, elves don’t stink. You’re smelling Wulf.”

Wulf just snorted, then bent down and faced Mantri, letting the rest of the world fade away around him. “Hey there,” he said. He reached out and scratched the Messenger between the ears. “I told you I’d see you again.”

“I shouldn’t underestimate you,” Mantri murmured. “Only once in a century do we see people as…lucky as you. To have multiple Grand Marks is a great honour.”

It wasn’t luck. Not this time. But Wulf kept that to himself.

Mantri reached out and placed a paw on Wulf’s thigh. “I bestow another Grand Mark upon you. Good luck, and good work. The Field is very impressed with you.”

Wulf nodded. “It better be.”

“I would say I don’t expect to see you again, however…” Mantri turned away. “I somehow suspect you will prove me very wrong.”

Wulf raised his eyebrows. “Very. Well, see you around, kitty.”

“I…I trust you,” Mantri meowed. “It has been a welcome break from the boredom of celestial servitude.”

Wulf chuckled. “Well, any time.”

“Bring me back again,” Mantri said. “And we will see.”

He glanced over at Kalee, then at Irmond and Seith. When he looked back down, the cats were gone. 

Out of curiosity, he immediately raised his wrist and concentrated on the Mark, trying to assess it:


[Grand Mark achieved: Wraithmaster] 

By earning a Grand Mark, all your previous regular Marks have been condensed into one: [Poisonous Foundations]


[Wraithmaster] You have tamed the legendary Silent Wraith, at great cost to your mana and personal well-being. Your abilities can now draw chaos out of living spirits and other creatures. Drawing chaos from a spirit temporarily doubles your chaos resistance. 


Wulf nodded. All he could think to say was, “Nice…” It was definitely the nineteen-year-old mind talking. 

But he wasn’t done. There was still much to assess. He held up his bracer and willed the Mark’s description to disappear, leaving only the prior alert that he could upgrade his abilities. 

It read:


Skill Upgrade Available


[By Your Will]

[Arm of the Alchemist]  

[Bastion] 

[Chaotic Alteration] 

[Deadline] 


The Field never told you what the upgrades did before you picked it, but it would always be beneficial. 

He just needed to decide what ability would be best for him going into the future. He stared at it for a few seconds, but the answer was pretty clear. His most used ability was [Arm of the Alchemist]. Mentally, he selected that, and the Field adjusted for a few seconds, tingling along his arm and reaching down to his core.

After a few seconds, the sheet adjusted: 


[Skill Upgraded: Arm of the Alchemist]

[Arm of the Alchemist] You can spend your personal mana to manipulate any potion. Control of the potion can take any form you see fit, though you cannot transmute its form or change its state. Under this ability, poisonous potions become splatter potions. Your ability to smoothly control the potion scales with the quality of the potion. Cohesion of the potion scales with your Tier. 


Wulf nodded. The changes were subtle. The potions not having to be made by his hand was mildly helpful, but better yet, him being able to turn potions into splatter potions would be incredibly useful. And he’d be immune to it if he touched them, considering his resistance to poisons. 

Lastly, he held up the scissors, and assessed them: 


Fate Cutters (Unique)

Xerion scissors crafted by an alchemist determined to change his fate. With an assertion of will, they can amplify the user’s transmutation skills and store all chaotic and orderly essences drawn from materials, up to one thousand units of either.

The storage limit increases with each living creature whose fate is permanently altered by these scissors.

They will only function for their bonded maker. 


“That’s…impressive,” Wulf said, staring right at the scissors. He slid them back into the sheath on his back, moving carefully, and handling them gingerly. 

“Now, Wulf, are you satisfied?” Kalee asked. “You’re really bleeding, and we’d better get you some help.”

He gave a half-hearted nod, then said, “Yeah. Alright. Let’s call it a day.”


~ ~ ~


For a week, they remained in Clegghold. Wulf spent a few days in a tent on the main thoroughfare, with healers watching over him, until they finally dismissed him and sent him to an unused flat, where he was permitted to relax. But two Low-Iron Ascendants waited outside the flat’s door, making sure he, Kalee, Seith, and Irmond didn’t escape. They had received orders from Dr. Langold.

At the end of the week, Dr. Langold arrived in-person. 

“Yes, yes, thank you for watching over them,” Langold told the guards as he stepped inside the cramped flat. 

“They saved my life,” one of the guards said, leaning in through the door. 

“Oh, they did? That’s wonderful to hear, Stigand,” Langold replied. “Glad to hear a former student is staying safe. Now, if you will, I’d appreciate a little privacy.” He shut the door quickly and marched across the room. 

Wulf sat on a couch in the flat’s central living room, nursing his injured shoulder. “Hey, headmaster.” He gave a little wave. 

“Are the others here?” Langold asked. 

Kalee emerged from a room on one side of the flat, and Seith and Irmond poked their heads out of the bedroom. 

“Sit down,” Langold instructed. 

They did. 

“I must admit, I’m quite impressed,” Langold said. “Your respective faculties have agreed not to expel you, and Dr. Azanthius has made another crossing with a few of his professors. He plans to meet us back at the Academy, and it is imperative that we don’t delay.”

“Dr. Azanthius?” Wulf asked. 

“Yes, he has a few messages he would like to deliver to you four.” Langold chuckled. “I have no clue what they could be.”

Wulf glanced at Kalee. “No clue…”

She laughed softly.

“Will you return with me?” Langold asked. “If I say so, you will be released from custody here, and Silent Wraith will be removed from the lake…and brought along with us.”

“Of course, sir,” Wulf said. “I’m more than happy to return with you.”


~ ~ ~


By the time they made it back to the Istalis Academy, it was the very beginning of Fourthmonth. Most of the snow had melted, save for a few patches in the shade, and green grass was sprouting in all the cracks. Best of all, the border wall had been completely repaired.

As soon as they returned to the Academy, though, they made straight for Dr. Langold’s office. He let the four of them inside right away, then beckoned them to sit in the chairs. 

“It seems your little deal with Umoch has paid off,” Dr. Langold said. “Before exams have even begun, he’s dropped out. I’m sure I’ll be hearing from his father soon, however, my hands are tied. I can do nothing about a drop-out.” Landgold offered Wulf a smile. “Congratulations.”

Wulf nodded. 

“Now, I will welcome our guest, Dr. Azanthius,” he said—loud enough that his voice could be heard through the door. 

The door creaked open, and Dr. Azanthius walked in. He didn’t shut it the whole way. “Dr. Langold told me of your continued demon-slaying success,” he said. “Congratulations are in order, I suppose.”

“Thank you, sir,” Wulf said, and Kalee, Irmond, and Seith followed up with similar expressions of gratitude. 

“And, seeing your success in claiming the Silent Wraith, the Centralis Academy has decided to make an offer to you. This summer, you may cross the ocean on a sealiner, and you may spend your next semester at the Centralis Academy if you choose. Being the most prestigious school in the world, you would receive a wealth of supplies, and have access to some of the best instructors in the world. Not to mention, access to our dungeon. Of course, this offer extends to all four of you.”

Wulf glanced at Dr. Langold, and the headmaster dipped his head. “It is not my place to stand in the way of my star students’ greatness. I strongly recommend that you take this offer.”

“Granted, of course,” Azanthius continued, “that you perform well in your final exams.”

“What about the tournament?” Wulf asked. 

“Ah, yes.” Azanthius stroked his chin. “I’m sure we will have a few dropouts in our Middle Bracket for you to fill up, should you choose to join our tournament. But you will have to wait until the fall semester begins.”

Wulf nodded. There really wasn’t much to think on—he got both of his wishes. To see the wider world, and a chance to greatly increase his strength. “I’m in,” he said quickly. 

The others didn’t hesitate, either. 

“Very well. I will have the appropriate forms sent to your dormitories for you to sign and submit to us.” Azanthius dipped his head. “I have brought along a few of our instructors from the Centralis Academy, as well, to help inspect the Silent Wraith. However, I figured they may like an introduction.”

At that, the door swung open, and five more Ascendants in the white robes of the Centralis Academy marched in. They were unremarkable, save for the woman at the back. She was tall, with long, braided blonde hair and an athletic physique. Oh her back, she carried a heavy stone hammer. 

Wulf’s eyes widened.

She was the last to introduce herself. “Greetings, presumptive candidates. You may call me Instructor Arnau, and I will be your combat and spirits trainer.” She gave a respectful bow. “I believe we can make wonderful Ascendants out of you, yet.”

            

    
        Volume 1 Epilogue

    
    
    
    
                “It was a safe bargain, father!” Umoch said. “It was! How was I supposed to—”

Before Umoch could finish, a blazing pain erupted across the side of his face. He’d been kneeling, but the impact twisted his head and sent him sprawling to the side. That was the second time in a matter of months that someone had mashed his face into the ground. At least this time, it was polished marble, not the rough, ancient stone of an Oronith’s shoulder.

Snivelling, he pushed himself up, then wiped his hand under his nose. Blood smeared across his finger. 

“You shouldn’t have made the Field Pact in the first place,” his father sneered. “I considered contacting Langold, but…you deserve what you’ve gotten.”

“I—”

“There’s a reason you didn’t make it to the Centralis Academy, while your brother and sister did.”

“You never stopped hounding me about that, father.” Umoch groaned, then turned back to face him. He was a tall man, looming in front of a wall of braziers. It turned him into a silhouette. Only his rank badge glimmered, a shade of bronze-gold that made the air around it ripple. Umoch’s eyes hurt when he looked at it for too long. 

Orichalcum. 

“I’m cutting you loose. You have failed us, disgraced my family, and made me look like a fool. The Confederacy is investigating all our warehouses, now, you know this? Because of you. Looking for signs of ‘demonic tampering’ and ‘assisting the horde’. Because of you.”

Umoch swallowed. “Father, he stole a—”

“You’re lucky you’re not swinging from the gallows.” His father flicked his hand. “Leave. And don’t show your face here again.”

Umoch didn’t need to be told twice. Not by his father. He scrambled to his feet, then sprinted out the hall. The guards, ceremonial non-Ascendants, stepped aside to let Umoch pass. 

Once outside, Umoch turned and pressed his back to the wall outside. He heaved a deep breath, trying to slow his pounding heart, but he couldn’t. 

He’d screwed up. There was no two ways about it. And he deserved all this, he knew. He shouldn’t be crying, or even begging his dad for anything. But he just didn’t know where to go next. 

It was over. 

His mind replayed his last fight with Wulf so many times. He’d seen the potions, the scissors made of weird stone, the faint glow between the gaps in the golem’s panels. It wasn’t anything he’d seen before. Certainly not a Pilot.

He’d fought something far beyond his comprehension. It defeated him, after only a brief hesitation, and…after all he’d done, spared him? By all rights, it should have killed him. 

It was an Alchemist. But not just any Alchemist. Most were low-tier, scrounging through the mud, desperate for any payment whatsoever. It was the worst of any crafting Class. 

Or it was supposed to be. But everything changed after Umoch witnessed its power.

He’d stood before a Great Alchemist, a successor to Panne, and survived. This being could alter the world as it saw fit, it could change substances, transmute deposits of arcane resources the likes of which the world had never seen before. 

In the texts Umoch had read, had been forced to read as part of his tutored youth, the first-hand accounts of Panne had seemed ridiculous. Such power, so contained within a fleshy cage, but vast and boundless nonetheless. They said he could pluck the Cords. The very Field had trembled around Panne, unable to comprehend his existence, like something else had been placed in his body. They said he was a messiah of a greater power. It was ridiculous.

But Umoch understood now. 

This alter reality to its liking…it wasn’t just a messiah.

Umoch shut his eyes and bowed his head. Suddenly, all his trifles felt meaningless. He’d seen unfathomable, infinite potential, and there was no recovering from that. He’d erred. His early steps, his ascension, had been meaningless. He didn’t want the same things as before, so how could the Field grant him an aspect of darkness, or even the Class and Skills of a Mage? He wasn’t striving toward the same things as he did when he advanced his first few tiers, when he awakened his abilities.

He’d have to remake himself. He’d been one of the few people to exist in the presence of a greater being, if only for a few seconds. 

There was a new Great Alchemist. 

A god-in-the-making walked among them.


            

    
        Volume 1 Final Status

    
    
    
    
                Name: Wulf 

Class: Fate Alchemist (Unique)

Rank: Middle-Copper 

Skills: 


[By Your Will] All potions made by your hand have a random side effect regardless of the ingredients, but the side effect’s strength will be one tier higher than your rank would normally produce. Likelihood of producing a harmful potion scales with the quality of the ingredients.

[Arm of the Alchemist] You can spend your personal mana to manipulate any potion. Control of the potion can take any form you see fit, though you cannot transmute its form or change its state. Under this ability, poisonous potions become splatter potions. Your ability to smoothly control the potion scales with the quality of the potion. Cohesion of the potion scales with your Tier. 

[Bastion] Your strength and durability increase for every person within a mile under the effect of your potions.

[Chaotic Alteration] At the expense of mana, you can draw out Chaos from naturally poisonous ingredients and apply them to a target ingredient.

[Deadline] You can immediately detonate any poisonous effects on an enemy, doubling the effect strength for every hour the effect has remaining and triggering it in an instant.





Marks:


[Alchemist’s Beginning]

[Poisonous Foundations]

[Grand Mark – Wild Spirit] You have kept your promises, even if it meant disobeying orders, and defeated two great Field-less beasts. Your defense of a city will not go unnoticed. All abilities that create Primal Material are more efficient, and you can shape Primal Material with your hands. Holding Primal Material will not harm you. 

[Wraithmaster] You have tamed the legendary Silent Wraith, at great cost to your mana and health. Your abilities can now draw chaos out of living spirits and other creatures. Drawing chaos from a spirit doubles your chaos resistance. 


            

    
        Chapter 76: Summer Break

    
    
    
    
                Summer break wasn’t long enough. 

Back in Carolaign, of course, there’d been no such thing as summer break. But it’d been a lifetime since Wulf had spent his days on a farm. Sure, life after his last stint at the academy hadn’t exactly been full of summer breaks, and the demons didn’t seem to care about holidays, but there’d still been time off. 

He hadn’t used his time off well in his last life. In typical Wulf fashion, he’d spent his time grinding away ineffectively, trying to improve but ultimately floundering around. 

Last time, he’d only been a Middle-Copper when leaving his fourth year at the Academy. Now, after only the first year, he already was. 

This year’s summer break was cut short as well by the fact that they’d have to travel overseas. The journey would take a month and a half, and if they wanted to be at the Centralis Academy by the start of Eighthmonth, they had to leave halfway through Sixthmonth. 

That was tomorrow. The last ship, with the remainder of the Centralis Academy staff, those who didn’t have any fancy teleportation Skills, would be boarding their ship and departing. 

Thankfully, upon Wulf’s pestering, he and his friends had made it to the port city of Kouver two days ago. He’d made sure they were early.

“What a view, huh?” Irmond asked. He sat on the edge of a cobblestone embankment, looking over the entire city and the swaths upon swaths of buildings before them. His legs dangled over. 

Seith stood right behind him, on the street at the upper level of the embankment. Kalee paced behind them, but for a moment, Wulf hopped up on the faint ledge, beside where Irmond sat. He looked over the city. 

Kouver was one of the largest cities in the Confederation, with nearly two million people spread throughout an enormous bay. The shoreline terrain, though hilly, had been terraformed over the centuries, both by mortal workers and by Ascendant architects, controlling the hills with steep cobblestone walls and dividing the city up into levels. Stairways ran between them, as did ramps and raised roads for wagons. 

Most buildings near the shore were only two or three storeys, stone first levels, with wattle and daub upper floors, and heavy shingled roofs to survive the battering of storms. Farther inland, towers—offices for guild headquarters and administration—rose high up over the rest of the city. Their windows glinted in the setting sun, and their marble and granite structure shone almost orange. 

Being on the west coast, and planning to travel west to Centralis, the sun didn’t set over the ocean. 

Also a little dramatic to say it’s setting, Wulf thought to himself. It hasn’t hit the horizon yet. 

“What do you say we find a place to eat?” Seith asked. “Some place to celebrate our last night of freedom?”

“Last night of freedom for this year,” Irmond reminded her.

Wulf opened his pouch, where he’d stored his winnings from last semester’s tournaments. Though he could’ve spent it on gear, there really was no point in that. Making his own gear was more important, especially for a crafting Class. He didn’t mind spending the earnings on his friends, using it to live a little. 

There was still a little left tonight. Enough for dinner. 

Of course, he could have spent it trying to gear up his friends, but gear that someone else bought for you…well, it didn’t seem to register as well with the Field. The Field didn’t think it was something you had strived for, but rather, something that you were just gifted. 

“Better spend it now, anyway,” Kalee said. “In Centralis City, they use forged coins. Crowns, they call them. A silver crown is about three of our silver pieces, and same with a gold Crown, and above that, a ruby Crown and an orichalcum Crown. And if you don’t use Crowns, then you won’t be able to buy much.”

“Then let’s find a nice place to spend our last night,” Wulf said. “Gotta do something with it.”


~ ~ ~


They found a seafood restaurant overlooking the port. Its patio hung over a retaining wall, easily clearing the rooftops of the city below, and providing an amazing view of the city. They were still early enough to get a seat at the edge of the patio, overlooking the port. 

Piers ran all the way around the bay, reaching out into the calm waters, and a broad wharf made the perfect staging ground for wagons to offload their cargo. Workers loaded crates onto caravels, cogs, and knarrs, and offloaded barrels and other supplies from other ships. The Confederacy was far from isolated, and though they mostly imported luxury goods from overseas, they exported plenty of grain, ore, and finished textiles. Not to mention deepstone. 

Offshore, Oroniths waded in the waves, pushing through the water on their evening patrols. A few demon spheres had crashed offshore over the summer, and every so often, a Fiend wandered ashore. They tended to be pretty weak, having suffered a long walk through the water, but they’d still wreak havoc on a shoreline city if left to their own devices. 

Wulf was more interested in the sea itself. He couldn’t see the horizon. It was just waves, like it fell off into nothingness. Of course, he was well aware of how untrue that was. It’d been…two millennia ago, now, when the world had suffered a debate about whether it was spherical or flat. Spherical, of course, came out ahead. 

It was so massive. So much water, so much…room. Gulls whirled overhead, a salty scent filled the air, and even high up from the coast, if he listened really closely, he could hear the distant waves crashing. 

The ocean was amazing. 

He barely registered when a waiter came around to their table, requesting their orders. While the others placed their requests, he quickly scanned the menu, and settled on a plate of noodles and grilled fish by the time the waiter reached him. 

The waiter dipped his head respectfully, though he still regarded the four of them curiously. Most of the other guests, despite the summer weather, wore formal coats, gowns, or dresses. A stark contrast from Irmond and Seith’s matching short-sleeved tunics, Kalee’s fashionable (but very modern) sleeveless blouse, and Wulf’s half-unbuttoned work tunic. 

But hey, he was going to have to wear a fancy Centralis Academy uniform going forward. Better enjoy the freedom while he could. 

As soon as the waiter left, Irmond asked, “You two don’t, like, remember where the demon attacks in Centralis are going to be, do you?”

Wulf glanced at Kalee. She sat directly across the table from him. With a wince, she shook her head. 

Wulf said, “Yeah, that’s a ‘no’ from me as well. They didn’t often make the papers in Istalis. We were too worried about our own attacks, and with the frequency that they took place, it became pretty tricky to remember it all.”

“The defenses must be pretty impressive over there,” Seith said. “I’d love to see what their Artificers have been up to.”

“They’re working on turning Centralis City into a fortress as we speak,” Kalee said. “It didn’t work last time, of course, but that won’t stop them from trying.”

Irmond tilted his head, then picked up the glass of ice water in front of him and took a sip. “Why didn’t it work?”

“Too many demon attacks,” Wulf provided. He turned to his own glass. It wasn’t terribly fancy on its own, what with the frosted glass, but the ice was an impressive addition. They must’ve had an ice-aspect Ascendant in their employ. A Mage or a Chef, perhaps. 

“Demons destroyed all the progress on the wall and city defenses before they could finish, and the king was forced to put all his resources into Oroniths just to keep up with the increasing attacks,” Kalee explained. 

“They kept us on the back foot the whole time,” Wulf said. “The longer this goes on, the worse it will be. We can’t win a sustained conflict, no matter how hard we try. We need a way to take out the demons once and for all.” He leaned back in his chair. “Preferably before I’m sixty. I doubt we’ll get a redo this time.”

“Do you think you can make the king listen to you?” Irmond asked. “I mean, like, what if you told him what you knew? The King of Centralis Byrante has gotta be one of the strongest guys in the world, right, and if he couldn’t do anything?”

“Strongest politically,” Kalee reminded him. “He’s an Ascendant, but I think he only ever made it to Middle-Gold. At least, last time.”

Centralis, as Wulf understood, was a confusing conglomerate. It referred to the northern continent overseas, but there were a few nations. The strongest, oldest, and most powerful was Byrante, and their king was from a long line of Ascendant Pilots. They bore the title Rex Basileus, and crewed an Oronith of the same name. 

To make matters more confusing, Centralis City was their capital—and where the Centralis Academy was. 

“The ‘king’ is young,” Wulf said. “He’s about our age, maybe a year below. Surely, he’ll be going to the Academy, too. Right now, he’s just a prince.”

“You think we can actually make a difference with him?” Kalee whispered.

Wulf shrugged. “We’ve got about a year before his father dies and he’s expected to take the throne. I never met him, didn’t know him. But I think there’s a chance we could garner some real political favour.”

“What else does the Centralis Academy have?” Seith asked. “That is, that the Istalis Academy doesn’t?”

“The tournaments?” Wulf shrugged. “We’ll be in a better bracket. We’ll get regular mana infusions, and much more than the Istalis Academy could provide. Above that, there’s a new class in your schedule…” 

“Dungeon delving,” Kalee provided. 

“Dungeon delving?” Irmond exclaimed. 

“Well, the Confederacy doesn’t have access to the best dungeons at the moment. They will in a few years, after some mining accidents and such. But overseas?” He grinned. “I haven’t seen them, but there are some truly massive dungeons. Large enough to fit an Oronith inside.”

There was speculation that the world was, in fact, hollow, but no one had delved deep enough to find out. Or if they were, they weren’t saying anything. 

“Would you have enough mana to pilot an Oronith through the dungeon that long?” Irmond asked. 

“I still have a ways to go,” Wulf said. “But there’s time. The first delving labs don’t start until halfway through the first semester.”

Seith sighed. “And you plan to…improve that fast?”

“Absolutely.” Wulf folded his fingers together. “Now, you guys don’t have to. But hey, Seith, best I can recall, the rest of your family is there, right? You wanna stick it to your siblings?”

“Kinda, yeah.”

“Ascend beyond them.” He turned to Irmond. “And what about your dad? You wanna show him what you’re made of? This is your chance. Show him that you don’t need to follow all his rules to be great.”

“I hope you’re right…” Irmond said. 

“Even if I’m not,” Wulf said, “I promise we’ll get through it together. You guys were with me for a year, and I’ll be damned if I forget it.”

            

    
        Chapter 77: Sinta Velia

    
    
    
    
                The next morning, the skies were completely clear, the winds were blowing strong from the north, and they had a clear shot out to sea. 

The four of them were expected in the harbour at sunrise, or they’d be left behind. Dr. Arnau’s ship was leaving on a tight schedule. Wulf led the way across the wharf, carrying his backpack on his shoulders and holding his storage pendants around his neck—now with his shirt buttoned up overtop of them.

Kalee, Seith, and Irmond trailed along behind, each with a backpack of their own possessions. 

They wove between dock workers and dodged trundling wagons as they approached Dr. Arnau’s caravel. It was a small, wooden ship, about thirty paces long, with a single mast in its center. Triangular sails luffed on its masts, not yet angled into the wind, and crested shields hung on the railings, all the way from the raised stern great cabin to the bow. The shields were magenta and divided up into three sections, with a lion’s head in one, a tree in the other, and a war-hammer in the last. 

The Arnau family crest. 

In his last life, Wulf hadn’t known Dr. Arnau as a professor, only as his master. She’d been forced out of the centralis academy for some scandal. According to her, a rival professor had accused her of plagiarising her eighth year dissertation (falsely accused, of course), all to cover up and discount Arnau’s claims about the rival professor’s favouritism amongst students. Much like in Istalis, those with powerful enough families could get away with practically anything, including murder. 

In that regard, it wasn’t going to be any different. Wulf and the others were going to be on the back foot. 

The four of them walked down the pier up to the Arnau’s caravel, the Sinta Velia, then climbed up the gangway and stepped onto the main deck. There were six other students standing on the deck, and all the others had donned their Centralis Academy uniforms. For the boys, a white gambeson with the rank badge pinned above their hearts, and for the girls, mostly the same, except they also wore brown skirts that ended just above the knees. All wore a thick cumberbund around the waist, perfect for hanging pouches from. 

Judging by their ages, they were third or fourth years who had been promoted to the Centralis Academy for their last days of education. Wulf, Seith, Kalee, and Irmond were the only first years, and they were by far the weakest. 

The other six students were all Irons, no matter the sub-variation of low to high. They regarded Wulf and the others skeptically. 

“Sorry,” Wulf whispered. “Hadn’t had time to put on our uniforms. I hope we’re not late.”

“You are not late, Mr. Hrothen,” came a voice he’d never forget. Dr. Arnau marched down from the quarterdeck, wearing modified faculty garb: a heavy white gambeson with a touch of gray embroidery to distinguish her from the students, thick brown trousers, and a sash. She’d modified the gambeson to be sleeveless, and wore a harness to support her heavy hammer on her back. 

Her rank badge, pinned in the same spot as everyone else’s, denoted High-Gold. An invisible, indescribable pressure radiated off her. It was like she made the air vibrate just by existing. 

It was what powerful Ascendants always felt like 

“If you were late, you would have been left behind. You are, however, not in uniform,” Dr. Arnau continued, raising her vambrace (with enchanted parchment attached). It was made of stone, the same polished granite as her war-hammer’s head. 

Technically, neither are you, Wulf thought, but he kept that to himself. Casually, he reached down to his hip, where he’d been keeping the pouch of ashes. 

But she was alive. Right in front of him, stern features and all, blonde hair glimmering in the sun. It was kinda weird to be carrying around the ashes of a living person. Even if, in his last life, he’d never met her this early, he expected that everything would be different. Hell, she was even speaking differently. More prim, more proper. He’d only met her after she found herself exiled to Istalis last time.

That’s what being a disgraced professor did you, Wulf supposed. 

“Apologies, ma’am,” Wulf said, and Kalee, Irmond, and Seith muttered the same. 

“You ten will sleep in the cargo hold,” Dr. Arnau said. “I don’t expect any of you to have an acute knowledge of sailing, and with a ship like this, there is not much room. Stay out of the way, make yourselves comfortable in what little room you can find, and prepare yourselves for your new lives at the most prestigious Academy in the world.”

She turned back to Wulf, Kalee, Seith, and Irmond, and said, “As for your Oronith, the Silent Wraith is being loaded onto a hulk. You will see it when we clear the bay. It will arrive a few weeks after us, but I must say, it is unusual for a group of first years to claim an Oronith, much less crew it at…Copper and Coal. We will be watching your careers closely, both for external tampering, and because everyone will want the glory of teaching you four.” She crossed her arms. “Watch your backs.”

Snapping her fingers, she signalled to the crew. They were all mortals, and they wore assorted sun-yellowed tunics and straw hats. “They’re all here. We may depart. Mr. Callaros, you have the helm.”

“Yes ma’am!” a sailor called from the quarterdeck. He whistled with his fingers, and the crew—about thirty sailors—leapt to action. They scurried around the deck, hauling on ropes and untying the ship from the mooring cleats. The sails angled into the wind, and the ship sloshed away from the pier. It slowly picked up speed as it crossed the bay. 

The other students broke away from the line and descended down below deck. Wulf leaned over, looking down the hatchway. There was only a deck and a half of space below, and all for cargo storage and crew quarters. Lanterns swayed, lighting the room, but it was cramped, and it already smelled stale and stuffy. He didn’t want to imagine what it’d be like after a few weeks at sea. 

No way was he going below deck just yet.

He’d never been on a ship before. His knees didn’t know how to act, and his regular, stiff, land-legs made him stagger across the deck as he approached the bow. There was no raised deck at the front, only a railing and some winches for the ropes. The crew scurried around, trimming the sails and keeping the wind astern. 

He found a length of railing where there was nothing else around, no ropes and no winches, then leaned on. He didn’t feel seasick. If he could pilot an Oronith without throwing up, he could handle the waves. He’d get used to it eventually. 

They crossed the bay, passing the morning traffic of approaching cargo haulers. The port never slept, even if the sun was just rising. 

As the hills pulled away and they cleared the edge of the bay, Wulf looked back and forth across the shoreline, and he blinked in surprise. Something about seeing the Confederacy from this angle made it look both massive and tiny. The hills didn’t seem quite as tall when spread out over a couple miles, but the shorelines stretched as far as he could see. 

In a bay to the north, a half-mile away, a different ship was leaving. It was a hulk—named for its size and its size alone. It was a catamaran, but each hull was the length of an Oronith, if the Oronith was laying down. Sails hung off spars on the ship’s sides, and sure enough, the ship carried an Oronith. 

The Silent Wraith. 

The hulk was still large enough to carry the Wraith, but just barely. He could imagine the giantwood beams straining and bending to support the Oronith’s weight. But giantwood was stronger than most regular trees. Almost as tough as steel but less brittle, and light as regular wood. A perfect ship-building material, but its use in Oronith weapons made it rare. There were only a few hulks, and those were all in service of the Centralis Academy. 

Wulf held his hand up to shield his eyes from the sun as he watched their Oronith depart as well. They hadn’t piloted it since the fight at Clegghold, and as he promised the others, he hadn’t done any work on it over their (admittedly short) summer break.

But it was still an old Oronith. It might be…different than the others, though he didn’t really know how or why. A higher tier, sure. He hadn’t done enough experiments to determine anything else. It’d need repairs, though, and they needed to get some elements of it up to the modern specifications. 

Hollow footsteps thudded on the deck behind him, and Kalee stepped up. “The others have gone below deck to stake out a spot for us,” she said. “Watching Wraith?”

“They better not sink it,” he said. “That’d be a pain. We’d have to find ourselves a new legendary Oronith to take over.”

Kalee chuckled. 

“I was kinda serious,” he said. “Wraith was more powerful, tier-wise, than any Oronith in Clegghold. It’s an insane advantage.”

“Do I need to remind you?”

“Yeah, yeah. I’m insane.”

“Mhm.” She hung her head over the railing and looked down at the waves.

“Is something wrong?” Wulf asked. 

“I got a letter from my mom. Standard congratulations, all that. But they’re coming to visit me in Centralis.”

Wulf swallowed. “Oh. What…are you going to do when you meet them again?”

“I…don’t know…” she whispered. “It’s been thirty-seven years since I last saw them, and we didn’t exactly have the most pleasant parting. But, then again, they’re not the same. I’ve already permanently altered everything, even by them coming to visit me. That must make them different people, right?”

“I’m not an expert in this matter,” Wulf said. 

“I can’t shake the feeling that a few years’ difference won’t change anything. They’re still the people who traded me to a demon-spirit for their own freedom.”

Wulf leaned closer, then placed a hand on her shoulder. “I don’t know what to do either, but we’ll figure it out. You still have time to think about it.”

“Yeah.” She didn’t pull away. “But, hey, look. Enough of that. It’s gloomy. I don’t want that. You got plans when you get to Centralis?”

He smiled. “I don’t exactly have a tour guide, but I plan to go exploring plenty. And I’d bet there’s plenty to learn about alchemy in an ancient city like that. Even if they don’t practice it any more, I’ll have so much to do.” He folded his fingers together. “I…am permitted to keep working on magical advancement, now, aren’t I?”

“No one was stopping you,” Kalee joked. “There just wasn’t much time when we were roaming around the countryside.”

“Of course, of course.” Wulf pushed away from the railing. “Alright, then, Ms. past-Artificer. We’ve got plenty of time here, trapped on this ship. Would you mind if I picked your brain about storage pendants? I’m going to need to keep my alchemy equipment hidden very well going forward, and I figure I’ll need more room. Lots more room.”

            
